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Abstract 
Play is an integral part of preschool children’s lives.  Widespread concerns that 
children have less free, child-led play than in previous generations permeate the general 
public and academia, with parents criticised for: 1. limiting children’s play opportunities by 
being overprotective; 2. not prioritising play with their children; and 3. choosing structured, 
enrichment activities rather than free play for their children.  Preschool children’s play is 
highly contextualised, yet how opportunities for play are created in the everyday context of 
family life has received limited attention.  Mothers are often the primary caregivers and 
major decision makers regarding opportunities their children have for play.  However, policy 
makers, educators, and health professionals have arguably neglected mothers’ experiences 
underpinning these decisions.   
The foundations underlying these criticisms cannot be understood without asking:  
1. How do mothers describe, experience and participate in their preschool children’s play? 
2. What influences mothers’ actions to create or limit opportunities for their preschool 
children’s play?  To answer these questions meaningfully, I took an ecological perspective 
using a constructivist grounded theory methodology.  From 24 in-depth, semi-structured 
interviews with ten tertiary-educated, middle class mothers of preschool children (children 
aged three to five years who had not commenced formal schooling), I developed a grounded 
theory of How mothers shape the context of their preschool children’s play.  Using photo 
elicitation, eight mothers also shared photos of their children’s play in the interviews. 
The theory explores the process by which the mothers constructed their actions in 
relation to their preschool children’s play.  These actions were based on a foundation of 
mothers’ guiding motivations that were moderated through their perceptions of their child, 
their child’s play and the context.  By diagramming and grouping mothers’ actions on two 
intersecting axes in terms of both the degree to which they facilitated or restricted play as 
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well as their level of interaction with their child, I created a parental actions diagram of four 
quadrants: stopping, sharing, cultivating and limiting play.  I explored the dynamic and 
iterative nature of mothers’ actions by plotting sequential actions as a series of points on the 
diagram.  The patterns of linkages between actions, namely weighing up competing priorities, 
trumping priorities, creating win-win opportunities and opening up possibilities, revealed 
how and why mothers facilitated or restricted their children’s play.   
I found that mothers experienced and valued acting in a broader variety of ways 
towards their children’s play than either popular preconceptions or the parent-child play 
literature suggests.  The theory explicated the process of how mothers addressed the 
challenges of: 1. keeping their children safe during play without being overprotective;  
2. engaging meaningfully with their children through play, without being limited to direct 
play; and 3. fostering the developmental needs of their children, without over-engineering 
children’s activities.  Through the sharing actions of incorporating play in everyday activities 
and peripherally supervising their children’s play in particular, mothers in the study created 
opportunities for their preschool children to play.  These actions are typically associated with 
parents from developing societies, challenging the assumption that middle class parent-child 
play is characterised by direct play with children, a sharing action I labeled as co-playing.   
This constructivist theory provides novel insights into the process of how mothers 
shape the context of their preschool children’s play and a new, data-driven understanding for 
families, policy makers, health professionals and educators seeking to facilitate preschool 
children’s opportunities for play.  Mothers are provided with insights into the multitude of 
ways that they facilitate their children’s play while balancing their other commitments.  Local 
governments, policy makers, health professionals and educators may better understand 
mothers as decision makers of children’s play so that they can more effectively support 
families to facilitate their children’s play opportunities. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
This PhD project started with my experience of my own children’s play.  As I made a 
dolls’ house out of recycled and found objects with my four year old daughter, I began 
reflecting about the context for children’s play – the physical world and sociocultural 
environments within which children live.  With the background as a clinical occupational 
therapist in domiciliary adult services, the assessment of contextual factors that support or 
restrict people’s health and well-being was a key aspect of my professional role.  Even 
though I had not worked in paediatrics since soon after graduation, I started to apply my 
experiences assessing context to my experiences as a mother.  How do children’s playthings 
reflect their local environment?  Why is there a plethora of enrichment activities for 
preschool children when I know from my professional education that free play is so valuable 
for this age group?  Are the assumptions that parents are limiting children’s play 
opportunities true?  How do parents create supportive environments or limit opportunities for 
children’s play?  These questions led me to pursue qualitative research in the form of this 
PhD project to explore mothers’ experiences of preschool children’s play.   
Background 
Play is an integral part of preschool children’s lives.  The importance of play for 
children is espoused in Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, which includes the statement that children have the right to engage in play (UN 
General Assembly, 1989).  Research evidence demonstrates that play contributes to 
children’s physical (Mackett & Paskins, 2008), cognitive (Fisher, 1992), and social 
development (Elias & Berk, 2002; Pellegrini, 1988).  Other researchers focus on the value of 
play for its own sake and the notion that through play, people may express who they are 
	 2	
(Bundy, 1993), and enjoy themselves (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Pellegrini & Smith, 1998; 
Sutton-Smith, 1997). 
Studies of different cultural groups of children consistently report that preschool 
children, that is, children aged three to five years, spend a significant amount of time playing 
(Edwards, 2000; Gaskins, 2000; Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001).  However, there is particular 
concern in the academic literature and general public that children with adequate resources in 
Western countries have less time to play than in previous generations (Bundy et al., 2008; 
Burdette & Whitaker, 2005b; Fisher, Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, & Gryfe, 2008; Ginsburg, the 
Committee on Communications, & the Committee on Psychosocial Aspects of Child and 
Family Health, 2007; Malone, 2007; Sturgess, 2003).  There is also concern that the nature of 
play has changed from previous generations, with more sedentary play taking place inside 
homes than active play in the outdoors (Frost, 2012).  As such, play has been described as 
being “at risk” (Bundy et al., 2009), “under siege” (Zigler, Singer, & Bishop-Josef, 2004), 
and “threatened” (Sturgess, 2003).   
There is widespread recognition of the key role of caregivers – primarily parents – in 
structuring children’s time use (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001), and hence children’s 
opportunities for play.  Many terms and phrases in current use in books and academic 
literature describe a cultural trend in which Western parents manage their children’s time and 
activities to maximise their children’s potential.  These terms and phrases include: the hurried 
child (Elkind, 1981); hothousing (Sigel, 1987); hyper-parenting, which leads to the over-
scheduled child (Rosenfeld & Wise, 2000); and the backseat generation (Karsten, 2005).  In 
the American Academy of Pediatrics’ clinical report about play, a “hurried lifestyle” and 
“over-burdened schedules” (Ginsburg et al., 2007, p. 185), with a focus on structured 
enrichment activities to prepare children for adult roles, are suggested as factors contributing 
to the reduction of children’s playtime in well-resourced families.   
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Similarly, a number of terms and phrases are used to describe the ways in which 
parents are purported to be overprotective of their children, which then impact upon 
children’s play opportunities.  These include: helicopter parents (Hodgkinson, 2009); bubble-
wrap generation (Malone, 2007); and wrapping children in cotton-wool (Jenkins, 2006).  The 
proponents of these terms and phrases suggest that the trend is having a detrimental effect on 
children’s well-being, despite parents believing that they are doing what is in their children’s 
best interests by keeping their children safe.  Studies highlighting social influences upon play 
find that parents report an increase in television usage and parental supervision of play due to 
safety concerns as factors contributing to children spending less time playing outdoors 
(Clements, 2004; Planet Ark, 2011; Tandy, 1999; Valentine & McKendrick, 1997).  This 
issue has permeated the popular media with headlines such as “Playtime’s over: Are over-
protective parents killing the fun of growing up” appearing on the cover of The Weekend 
Australian Magazine (Jackman, 2009), accompanied by a photograph of a young child 
wrapped in bubble-wrap and wearing a life-ring and helmet (Figure 1.1). 
The descriptions of these terms make reference to ways in which parents are 
purported to be limiting children’s play opportunities.  When these terms arise in popular 
parenting literature, they are often explained by alluding to temporal, physical, cultural and 
social factors which impact upon parents and children, and ultimately children’s play.  In 
addition, the academic literature widely espouses the value and importance of parent-child 
play (Ginsburg et al., 2007; Haight & Miller, 1993; MacDonald, 1993; Milteer et al., 2012), 
especially for fostering healthy parent-child relationships (Milteer et al., 2012; Sutton-Smith, 
1993).   
Studies highlighting social influences upon play find that parents report an increase in 
television usage and parental supervision of play due to safety concerns as factors  
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Figure 1.1. Cover of The Weekend Australian Magazine, October 3 2009 
contributing to children spending less time playing outdoors (Clements, 2004; Planet Ark, 
2011; Tandy, 1999; Valentine & McKendrick, 1997).  The theme of safety also was reported 
most frequently by parents as a factor in choosing where children play away from the home 
(Sallis, McKenzie, Elder, Broyles, & Nader, 1997; Veitch, Bagley, Ball, & Salmon, 2006).  
Other studies have explored how different aspects of physical and cultural environments 
influence play.  For example, different playground designs have been found to result in 
different play behaviours (Bundy et al., 2009; Susa & Benedict, 1994), and cultural contexts 
affect the play in which children engage (Edwards, 2000).  What these studies do not address, 
however, is how the everyday contexts - objects in the home, daily routines and social 
encounters - interact to influence if, where and how children play. 
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Three authors and their colleagues investigated the everyday contexts of children’s 
play in the home environment through observations and interviews with parents.  Social 
worker, Wendy Haight, explored the social context of pretend play and found that parents’ 
beliefs about the developmental value of play and how parents interacted with their children 
influenced children’s pretend play (Haight & Miller, 1993; Haight, Parke, & Black, 1997).  
Occupational therapist, Loree Primeau, found that parents included children’s play in their 
daily routines by using strategies of inclusion, such as embedding play within household 
chores, as well as strategies of segregation, in which they separated children’s play from 
household activities (Primeau, 1998).  While these studies by Haight et al. and Primeau 
focused on parental interactions with their children at play, parents’ experiences of the play 
of their children have received less attention.  The only study that mentioned the effect 
children’s play had on mothers was conducted by occupational therapist, Doris Pierce.  
Observations of the temporal and physical environment of infants playing at home described 
a temporal routine, in which, for example, children make a mess during the day and parents 
clean up the mess at the end of the day (Pierce & Marshall, 2004).  How such parental 
experiences in turn influence children’s play has not been investigated. 
Contribution of the Thesis 
Primary caregivers, often mothers, are major decision makers regarding how and 
where their preschool children spend their time.  Therefore, I chose to focus this research 
project on what shapes mothers’ decisions when their children play.  This study aimed to 
understand mothers’ experiences of their preschool children’s play.  I was particularly 
interested in how mothers created and limited opportunities for their preschool children’s 
play in everyday contexts.  The family is the primary context for this age group, before 
formal, compulsory schooling commences.  It is also the age group that is typically 
associated with pretend play, and has been described as “the high season” of play (Singer & 
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Singer, 1990) and in the reverse form, pretend play as the “signature form” of play for this 
age group (Lillard et al., 2013a). 
This PhD study addresses how play of preschool children occurs in the context of 
family life from the perspective of mothers and is located within the field of occupational 
therapy.  Occupational therapists recognise the importance of play as a fundamental 
childhood occupation and occupational therapy research often bridges the individual aspects 
and broader contextual elements of a topic by focusing on the dynamic relationships between 
individuals, the activities in which they engage and the contexts in which they live (e.g., 
Pierce & Marshall, 2004; Primeau, 1998).  Investigating mothers’ experiences and views on 
how play occurs for their children in the context of family life will expand understanding of 
their perspective, which in turn has the potential to inform the practices of people working 
with children and their families.  For example, health professionals such as occupational 
therapists, work to facilitate children’s development by assisting parents to support their 
children to play when there are difficulties in that area of performance.  Therapists would 
benefit from understanding how mothers’ experiences of their children in their environmental 
contexts shape whether they facilitate or restrict play.  They could use this knowledge to 
work with parents to create supportive play contexts for their children.  Although this study is 
located within the field of occupational therapy, it contributes to the multi-disciplinary body 
of play research that acknowledges the importance of play as a legal right and a primary 
occupation for all children. 
Planning the Study 
In order to explore Ginsburg et al.’s (2007) assertions that, in particular, well 
resourced parents limit children’s opportunities to play, I chose to interview well-resourced, 
educated mothers using a constructivist grounded theory methodology.  Being a tertiary 
educated, middle class mother like my participants allowed me to build rapport, but required 
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me to be alert to the possibility of assuming tacit understanding within interviews.  To 
manage the risk of bias, my advisors coded a substantial number of my interviews, we 
discussed my theoretical development in advisory meetings and I kept a reflective log to 
reveal and challenge particular perspectives that I brought to the study. 
My mothering informed this PhD.  The decision to use photographs came from being 
a mother and the experience of documenting moments of our lives with our children through 
photographs – to capture something special, hold onto it and be able to share it with others.  It 
was also less invasive than the time use methods that I considered early in the planning stages 
of the project.  The decision to use photo elicitation took me into the mother’s world with 
their child and I feel very lucky to have data that made me smile throughout the whole PhD 
process.  Figure 1.2 is an example of a photo elicitation play episode of my children that was 
instrumental in me considering this method of data collection.  My familiarity with the 
difficulty of finding time alone from mothering young children and having adult 
conversations with children around, contributed to my methodological decision to allow 
children to be present in the interviews.  I discussed my theoretical ideas with other mothers, 
and many brought ideas and literature to my attention that I explored further with 
participants.  For example, I am grateful for my friend who shared the book Playful 
Parenting with me, and for the discussion about parental play styles that ensued.   
Conversely, my PhD informed my mothering.  Like my participants, what I read 
influence my parenting, including the academic literature I reviewed for this study.  When 
reading an article about the benefits of outdoor physical play early in the project, my mother 
was supervising my young son elsewhere in the house.  I asked her to take him outside to 
play with a ball because I was concerned he was not having enough ‘outdoor physically 
active play’.  Ironically, after a few minutes they came back in the house and my mother 
remarked that my son wanted a bag for a play scenario in which he could sell the ball.  
	 8	
 
After	a	recent,	heavy	shower,	my	two	noticed	that	the	two	boys	from	a	few	doors	down	were	
building	a	dam	in	front	of	our	driveway	and	were	keen	to	join	in.	You	can't	see	it	here,	but	my	
daughter’s	contributions	were	mainly	pinky/red	blossoms	about	the	colour	of	the	bottom	of	her	
skirt.	The	only	reason	I	was	prepared	to	let	my	two	and	four	year	olds	participate	was	by	me	playing	
'lollypop	lady'	[crossing	supervisor]	on	the	street.	Although	it	is	a	quiet	street	and	the	boys	(aged	
eight	and	six)	are	free	to	ride	up	and	down	on	their	bikes	unsupervised,	I'm	not	prepared	to	take	
that	risk	with	my	littlies.	As	you	can	see	here	[referring	to	the	photograph],	they	were	very	absorbed	
in	the	construction	of	the	dam.	It	was	made	out	of	mud	from	the	gutter	across	the	road	(with	me	
giving	lollypop	lady	signals	to	my	two	year	old	son	to	allow	him	to	cross	the	road	to	get	it),	paperbark	
from	the	tree	next	to	the	driveway,	grass,	twigs,	leaves,	flowers	etc.	Just	outside	the	picture,	there	
were	abandoned	play	medical	instruments	on	the	driveway	-	a	recent	Christmas	gift	and	what	my	
kids	were	playing	with	when	their	attention	was	called	elsewhere.	
Figure 1.2. Neighbourhood dam building 
Over the ensuing years, the dolls’ house and the PhD evolved, my children are no 
longer preschool aged, my son remains ambivalent about ball sports and I continue to be 
fascinated about how supportive environments are created for children’s play. 
Thesis Overview 
The chapters of this thesis follow the evolution of the PhD process.  Chapter 2 
presents a review of the play literature that informed the study, covering definitions 
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(including the tendency to dichotomise work and play in Western society), theories of play, 
and establishes why play is important, especially for preschool children.  Chapter 3 considers 
the literature exploring the contextual influences on preschool children’s play, with particular 
attention paid to the role of parents within children’s primary context of family life.  Studies 
that explore how parents participate in, perceive, and limit opportunities for children’s play 
are reviewed, including evidence to support the assumption that free play is declining for 
children.  This overview leads to the statement of aims and research questions for the study.  
Chapter 4 outlines my rationale for the constructivist grounded theory methodology used in 
this study as well as the process I undertook to implement the methodology.   
Chapters 5 through 8 comprise the results of the study.  Chapter 5 gives an overview 
of the constructivist grounded theory I developed in this study, that is, How mothers shape 
the context of their preschool children’s play, including the components of the theory and a 
diagram to pictorially represent the theory.  Chapters 6 and 7 explicate in detail the 
components of the theory and how they are linked together to help understand how and why 
mothers create or limit opportunities for their children’s play.  Chapter 6 outlines the major 
categories of guiding motivations and perceptions as well as the process linkages that connect 
these categories to parental actions.  Chapter 7 explores in detail the major category of 
parental actions, with subcategories of action being conceptualised in relation to the degree of 
facilitation or restriction and the degree of interaction.  To demonstrate the iterative nature of 
how mothers shape the context of children’s play, Chapter 8 presents six vignettes involving 
play episodes of mother-child dyads.  Chapter 9 elaborates how the findings answer the 
research questions, which were based on concerns raised in the literature regarding how 
parents may be limiting preschool children’s play.  Finally, Chapter 10 outlines the 
conclusions as well as the limitations and implications of the study.  
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review - Play 
This chapter presents the broad range of definitions and theories of play that are 
relevant to this study, along with evidence of the importance of play for preschool children.  
However, the purpose of the review is not to belabour the academic consensus that play is 
important nor provide a systematic overview of the play literature, but to explore specific 
contextual circumstances surrounding children’s play.  Specifically, to investigate whether 
there are genuine threats to preschool children’s opportunities for play and how parents 
influence these opportunities.  Therefore, the second literature review chapter, Chapter 3, 
outlines studies relating to the context of preschool children’s play, especially those that have 
investigated the role of parents in creating contextual conditions for children’s play.  I also 
outline the research behind the concern that children’s free play is declining and assumptions 
regarding how parents may be limiting preschool children’s opportunities for play.   
While researchers accept that play is a pervasive phenomenon, the formal study of 
play is challenging.  These challenges are evident in the diverse approaches taken to 
exploring play in the academic play literature.  Many play studies focus on the content of 
play, exploring how to define play (or a subset of play), which often leads to the development 
of play typologies.  Questions of why the phenomenon of play exists, its purpose, and why 
play is of value, have led to the development and continued refinement of a plethora of play 
theories (Sutton-Smith, 1997).  Other studies have process questions (Fromberg & Bergen, 
2015), which address how play occurs and investigate aspects of play such as the 
antecedents, sequences, contexts, and outcomes of play. 
The approaches taken to play research also tend to differ according to the academic 
disciplines of different researchers (Fromberg & Bergen, 2015; Sutton-Smith, 1997).  
Psychologists and educators tend to focus on individual aspects of play, such as the 
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relationship between a particular type of play and a particular aspect of health or 
development, as demonstrated in reviews by Fisher (1992) and Lillard et al. (2013b).  In 
contrast, anthropologists, sociologists and folklorists tend to focus on broader aspects of play 
such as how meaning is communicated through play in different cultural contexts (Fromberg 
& Bergen, 2015).   
What is Play? 
Dictionary definitions of play describe it as a noun (e.g., free action) or as a verb (e.g., 
to employ or exercise oneself in the way of amusement or recreation) (Shorter Oxford 
English dictionary, 2002, pp. 2238-2240).  Yet despite the simplicity and accessibility of 
these definitions, play continues to have a notorious reputation in the academic literature for 
being difficult to define (Parham & Primeau, 1997).  Adequate definitions are needed, 
however, to determine what is meant by the phenomenon being researched in specific studies. 
Most researchers accept that there is not a definitive definition and settle on their own 
definition so as to pin down a certain aspect of play for study.  One solution to defining play 
is to attempt to classify discrete activities as play.  Studies that employ such play definitions 
typically use observation of behaviour to measure play.  However, this is problematic, as the 
culture, motivations and experiences of the player can determine if they deem an activity to 
be play or non-play.  Such information is not necessarily accessible from observation alone 
(Parham, 1996).  To address the notion that play may be understood in more ways than just 
content of action, some studies define play by reference to a list of dispositional traits or by a 
set of contextual conditions (Rubin, Fein, & Vandenburg, 1983).   
Play as Disposition 
Dispositional definitions of play aim to differentiate play according to the experience 
of a person, that is, the person’s motivations for an activity and by how the person is oriented 
to various aspects of the activity (Rubin et al., 1983).  A range of dispositional aspects have 
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been proposed to separate play from non-play (Rubin et al., 1983).  Intrinsic motivation is the 
most consistently cited dispositional aspect of play and refers to an activity being engaged in 
for its own sake rather than for any outcome or reward (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Parham, 
2008).  The term auto-telic, from the Greek auto = self and telos = goal or purpose, is 
sometimes used synonymously with intrinsic motivation to convey the notion that play needs 
no goals external to itself (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Piaget, 1951).  Although intrinsic 
motivation is widely cited as a criterion of play, historians and anthropologists studying 
extrinsically motivated play in villages through the ages disagree that intrinsic motivation is a 
universal aspect of play (Sutton-Smith, 1997).   
Some dispositional aspects such as spontaneity, freedom from externally imposed 
rules, active engagement and enjoyment or pleasure are more contentious (Burghardt, 2005; 
Parham, 2008) and their inclusion in play definitions varies according to the cultural context 
of the player and the theoretical persuasion of the researcher (Rubin et al., 1983; Sutton-
Smith, 1997).  For example, daydreaming may be seen as playing with ideas, but would not 
be included when a definition of play includes active engagement as a criterion.  Many 
children’s games would be considered to be non-play if using the criterion of freedom from 
externally imposed rules (Parham, 2008).   
Playfulness is a concept related to play that is defined in terms of disposition, 
specifically, the disposition to play.  Bundy (1993) asserted that assessing whether an 
individual approaches a particular activity in a playful manner may be more important than 
determining if the activities they engage in may be defined as play.  Bundy (1997) proposed a 
model of playfulness which identifies four dispositional traits as being indicative of 
playfulness: 1. intrinsic motivation; 2. internal control, that is the degree of self-initiation and 
direction; 3. freedom to suspend reality, that is allowance to act on an ‘as-if’ premise; and  
4. framing, or the giving and receiving of social cues such as ‘this is play’.  
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Sutton-Smith (1997) noted that conceptualisations of play often include the playful, 
which he described as being “disruptive of settled expectations” (p. 148), such as through 
pranks, nonsense and parody.  By having a definition of play that is inclusive of a playful 
disposition rather than conceptualising play only in terms of content of action, the dualities of 
work and play for children become blurred.  I address these dualities by comparing play with 
work later in this chapter. 
Play as Behaviour 
Researchers and clinicians make many inferences about play from observable 
behaviours (Parham, 2008).  A number of taxonomies of observable play behaviours have 
been developed and help to operationalise the construct of play in research studies. One of 
the most well-known taxonomies of play was proposed by Piaget.  Piaget’s (1951) play 
categories parallel the sequential stages of cognitive development that he described, and 
reflect his theory that play has an assimilatory function, that is, through play, new objects are 
incorporated into already existing cognitive schema.  Piaget’s play taxonomy includes: 1. 
practice games involving repetition of sensorimotor skills in infants; 2. symbolic or pretend 
play, which is indicative of the preoperational period (between two and six years of age, 
when children become increasingly adept at using symbols in language and play); and 3. 
games with rules, emerging during the concrete operational period of development (between 
the ages of seven and eleven, when children start to think logically about concrete events) 
(Piaget, 1951).  The symbolic play period is further subdivided into two stages: solitary 
symbolic activity (stage 1) and sociodramatic play (stage 2). Sociodramatic play emerges 
around the third year and involves children’s imaginative social role playing with peers (Fein, 
1981). 
Earlier, Parten (1932) categorised play according to the type of social interaction 
involved: onlooker (observing other children playing, but not participating in their play); 
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solitary independent play (one’s own activity is pursued without reference to what other 
children are doing); parallel play (playing independently beside, not with, other children); 
and associative play (playing with other children).   
Play behaviours have been categorised according to the material or resource primarily 
involved in the play, leading to descriptions such as: play with motion and interaction; play 
with objects; play with language; play with social materials and play with rules (Garvey, 
1990).  Other categories of play frequently referred to in the academic literature describe the 
nature of the activity undertaken and include: 
• rough-and-tumble play – including play fighting, chasing, hitting and kicking, 
poking and teasing in the absence of aggressive behaviour (Pellegrini, 1988); 
• creative play – play involving manual dexterity (Edwards, 2000), such as 
constructing an object out of materials (e.g., sand), drawing, or playing with 
blocks. Sometimes the term constructive play is used to describe building or 
creating objects with specific goals (Maxwell, Mitchell, & Evans, 2008); 
• screen time – playing video or computer games, watching television and 
videos (Anderson, Economos, & Must, 2008); and  
• physical activity play - play with a vigorous physical component (Pellegrini & 
Smith, 1998). 
In more recent play studies, the concern about the lack of opportunities for children to 
play, and the subsequent consequences for children’s health and development, is reflected in 
the focus on physical activity play (Alexander, Frohlich, & Fusco, 2012).  Many studies 
further specify active play that is located outdoors (Burdette & Whitaker, 2005a; Burdette, 
Whitaker, & Daniels, 2004; Clements, 2004), with the formation of the Outdoor Play and 
Learning special interest group of researchers reflecting increased interest in specifically 
studying outdoor play (Waller, Sandseter, Wyver, Ärlemalm‐Hagsér, & Maynard, 2010).  
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Risky play is a subset of physical activity play, in which there is the possibility of physical 
injury in thrilling, exciting play (Sandseter, 2007).  
These behavioural categorisations of play all define play from the perspective of the 
observer.  I discuss some of the particular types of play behaviours in relation to studies of 
the outcomes of such play in the value of play section of this chapter.  
Play as Context 
An alternative approach for play studies is to focus on the set of contextual conditions 
necessary or desirable for play, rather than a set of observable behaviours.  Contextual play 
definitions depend on what the adults of a particular culture deem to be play (Fromberg & 
Bergen, 2015; Rubin et al., 1983).  This notion implies that there is an infinite number of 
definitions of play possible.  I examine some of these cultural interpretations of play in 
Chapter 3 with regard to parent-child play.  However, comparison of the underlying 
conditions for play outlined by biologists (Burghardt, 2005) and child psychologists (Rubin et 
al., 1983) demonstrates that there is general agreement in the broad categories of contextual 
conditions that create a situation that is optimal for the play of humans and animals alike (see 
Table 2.1).  Without these conditions, it is unlikely that the activity occurring would be 
defined as play.  Rubin and colleagues (1983) based their set of conditions on the items 
commonly listed in the procedural sections of research papers conducted by child 
psychologists aiming to elicit play behaviour in children, whereas Burghardt’s contextual 
conditions for play resulted from his studies of nonhuman, animal behaviour.   
In the controlled setting of a psychological study that is designed to elicit play 
behaviour, there will be explicit sanction from the adults present that the child is free to play. 
However, the contextual conditions that lead to an adult giving such sanction to children in a 
naturalistic play setting are multifarious.  A child may be happy to play in the middle of a 
road because they do not perceive a threat to their safety, but a supervising adult who  
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Table 2.1  
Contextual Conditions for Play 
 
perceives that the child is at risk of being hit by a car will remove the child from that 
potential play environment.  The research literature is replete with procedures for bringing 
about play in controlled scenarios based on assumptions about the context or conditions of 
play (Bergen, 2013).  However, there are few studies that explore how parents create 
Child psychologists 
(Rubin et al., 1983) 
Biologists  
(Burghardt, 2005) 
• A friendly atmosphere designed to 
make children feel safe and 
comfortable 
• Provision of a safe environment 
(physically, socially) 
• An array of familiar peers, toys, or 
other materials likely to engage 
children’s interest 
• Availability of a variety of interesting 
objects, materials, activities or organisms 
with which to interact 
• An agreement between adults and 
children (expressed in word, gesture or 
convention) that children are free to 
choose from the array whatever they 
wish to do within limits of the setting 
• Adult behaviour that is minimally 
intrusive or directive 
• The freedom of choice to play or not 
• Social sanctions that communicate 
“This is play” via cues from the 
environment 
• Scheduling at a time that reduces the 
likelihood of the children being tired, 
hungry, ill, or experiencing other types 
of bodily stress 
• Play is diminished or does not appear 
when the animal is fatigued, sick, 
threatened or otherwise stressed 
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contextual conditions that bring about play in non-controlled or naturalistic settings within 
the everyday lives of children.  
Play and Work  
When defining play, it is important to determine what is ‘not play’.  In academic 
literature, play is often contrasted with the constructs of work and learning.  The studies 
reviewed in this section explored preschool children’s concepts of play by asking the children 
to label specific activities as play, work, or neither play nor work, and identified that the 
social context determines whether preschool children label an activity as play. 
In a study that involved a picture sorting task, requiring preschool children and 
teachers to identify 33 familiar materials or activities as work, play, or neither work nor play, 
both teachers and children categorised drawings depicting free play activities such as dress-
ups and block play as significantly more play-like than drawings depicting mandatory 
activities such as putting away toys (Cunningham & Wiegel, 1992).  Two studies that asked 
preschool children about their perceptions of play identified two themes: play activities were 
ones that children chose and directed; and work was anything that the teacher initiated or 
controlled (Brett, Valle-Riestra, Fischer, Rothlein, & Hughes, 2002; King, 1979).  A 
qualitative study involving observations and open-ended interviews with preschool, first and 
second grade children, identified that children based their categorisations of work or play on 
whether they perceived an activity as obligatory or not (Wing, 1995).  
Although these studies consistently demonstrate that preschool children are able to 
differentiate between work and play, other aspects of the results reveal some degree of 
ambiguity.  In Cunningham and Wiegal’s (1992) card sorting task, the children sorted 
significantly more drawings as neither work nor play than the teachers (means of 9.96 and 
3.22, respectively).  In the interviews with first and second grade children, Wing (1995) 
found that a number of children characterised activities as “in between” working and playing, 
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and used phrases such as “play working” and “working-playing” (p. 237).  When exploring 
these responses further, Wing found that the children viewed such activities as including 
elements of play and work at the same time.  These findings challenge the widely held 
perception that work and play are opposed to each other.  Although these studies provide 
insight into children’s conceptualisation of play and work in preschool settings, I found no 
studies of children’s conceptualisation of play and work in the context of their home life.  
A number of authors challenge the perception that work and play are diametrically 
opposed.  The founder of the National Institute for Play (America), psychiatrist Stuart Brown, 
discussed this false dichotomy in his book Play, in the chapter “The opposite of play is not 
work”: 
Far	from	standing	in	opposition	to	each	other,	play	and	work	are	mutually	supportive.	They	
are	not	poles	at	opposite	ends	of	our	world.	Work	and	play	are	more	like	the	timbers	that	
keep	our	house	from	collapsing	down	on	top	of	us.	Though	we	have	been	taught	that	play	
and	work	are	each	the	other’s	enemy,	what	I	have	found	is	that	neither	one	can	thrive	
without	the	other.	(2009,	p.	126).	
Anthropologist and writer, Mary Catherine Bateson (1996), warned against labelling 
activities with such sharp distinctions when “it is intuitively clear that many activities belong 
experientially to more than one category” (p. 6).  Primeau also noted in her study of parental 
orchestration of children’s play in the home that the ways in which parents blended work and 
play within household and self-care activities challenged the notions of work and play as 
separate constructs (1998).  The concept of playfulness could be used to differentiate the 
degree of work and play within an activity.  Cordier and Bundy (2009) suggested that play 
and non-play be represented by a continuum, using the elements of playfulness (intrinsic 
motivation, internal control, suspension of reality constrains and framing) to “tip the balance” 
between play and non-play (p. 47).  In Chapter 3, I explore the challenges of defining work 
and play as separate constructs in a review of research that studied children’s play in the 
context of everyday life. 
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Although play may be defined in a variety of ways, play theoretician Sutton-Smith 
(1997) challenged play researchers to acknowledge the underlying ideological frames that 
influence which aspects of play they choose to study and which play theory they embrace.  
Why do Humans Play? Theories of Play 
Many theories have been postulated to answer the question “why do humans play?” 
This question alludes to the causes of play as well as to the purpose of play.  There is a 
plethora of play theories reflecting a broad range of perspectives.  Therefore, I only outline 
the theories most relevant to the play literature discussed in this thesis.  These theories can be 
grouped into classical, evolutionary biological, developmental, and sociocultural theories.  
Classical Theories 
A number of classical theories from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
continue to influence research today.  The surplus energy theory, attributed to philosophers, 
Schiller (1794/2004) and Spencer (1878/1978), suggests that play is due to an excess of 
energy for immediate needs.  According to Schiller, play occurs “when the fullness of its 
strength is the mainspring, when superabundant life is its own stimulus to activity” 
(1794/2004, p. 133).  Studies that focus on play as a means of physical activity for children’s 
energy expenditure and prevention of obesity reflect the surplus energy theory of play.  The 
relaxation theory suggests that play occurs due to a deficit of energy (Patrick, 1916), and is 
therefore the antithesis of the surplus energy theory.  The pre-exercise theory and the theory 
of recapitulation both postulate that play is an adaptive mechanism in the evolutionary 
process.  According to the pre-exercise theory, play is preparation for the future through the 
development of behaviours from “natural or hereditary impulse” into more complex, mature 
behaviours (Groos, 1901, p. 7).  Recapitulation theory refers to the notion that children 
proceed through a series of stages that parallels the cultural evolution of the human species 
(Hall, 1904).   
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Evolutionary Biological Theories 
Burghardt (2005) integrated and updated the pre-exercise and recapitulation theories 
in his recent evolutionary biological theory of surplus resources for all animal play (including 
human).  According to this theory, play is prevalent when an animal’s resources exceed their 
basic survival needs and motivational, physiological (including neural), metabolic, ecological 
and psychological conditions reach a threshold level.  Burghardt also identified that play is a 
cause of development, proposing a hierarchy of three evolutionary types of play.  At the 
tertiary process level, characteristic of humans, play’s adaptive function occurs through 
modification and enhancement of behavioural abilities, including innovation and creativity 
(Burghardt, 2005).  
Another biological theory, Berlyne’s theory of intrinsic motivation, proposes that play 
has a modulating effect on the central nervous system (Berlyne, 1960).  Berlyne developed 
this theory in response to drive theories of learning that did not adequately account for play 
behaviours occurring in animals when their basic survival drives (e.g., hunger and thirst) 
remained unfulfilled.  Berlyne made the distinction between externally motivated behaviour 
to fulfil tissue needs and intrinsically motivated behaviour to serve central nervous system 
function.  
The notion that in play, people are most human, free and creative can be traced to 
philosophers from as far back as Plato, through to Sartre (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975).  Berlyne’s 
theory of play as intrinsic motivation influenced Csikszentmihalyi, who conducted studies to 
delve into the enjoyment aspect of play.  In these studies, a theme emerged from adults’ 
descriptions of their play and other peak experiences.  Csikszentmihalyi introduced the term 
flow to describe the feeling of total absorption in an activity that seems to need no conscious 
attention and may be reflected upon as enjoyable after the event.  Although the experience of 
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flow is not unique to play activities, according to Csikszentmihalyi, play is the most typical 
flow experience (1975). 
Developmental Theories 
A number of influential modern theories echo themes of play transferring to other 
kinds of progress or stages of development.  The developmental theories of Piaget, Vygotsky 
and Erikson describe how play instigates or consolidates stages of cognitive or emotional 
development.  These theories continue to have some bearing on the conceptualisation of play 
held by therapists, psychologists and educators. 
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development describes how play is the mechanism for 
assimilating or interpreting experiences with reference to existing mental structures (1951).  
Piaget viewed play as enacting already developed cognitive abilities, with his classification of 
play behaviours corresponding to stages of cognitive development.  I discussed Piaget’s 
classification of play behaviours as practice games, symbolic games and games with rules in 
the definition of play as behaviour section of this chapter. 
In contrast to Piaget, Vygotsky viewed play as the cause of development.  He made 
the assertion that by creating imaginary situations, abstract thought develops and hence he 
viewed play as “the leading source of development in preschool years” (1967, p. 6).  
Vygotsky proposed that play creates children’s “zone of proximal development” in which 
children engage in behaviours at the edge of their skills and practice these skills without the 
need to perform them independently, or in Vygotsky’s words, “in play it is as though he were 
a head taller than himself” (1967, p. 16).  
Erikson’s theory of play suggests that children use play to create situations in which 
they successfully engage with feelings of anxiety or uncertainty, leading to feelings of 
competence and a sense of mastery (Erikson, 1950/1985; Parham, 2008; Sutton-Smith, 1997).  
This theory expanded Freud’s hypothesis that play served the functions of wish fulfilment 
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(the desire to be big, powerful or like someone else) and mastery of traumatic events (when 
children take an active role in a situation in which they were previously passive victims) 
(Parham, 2008).  As such, play is seen as an important vehicle for ego development (Erikson, 
1950/1985).  According to Erikson, preschool aged children are at the stage of ego 
development in which their identity struggles are characterised by initiative versus guilt.  
That is, children learn to exercise their power and control in their actions, however, they also 
develop awareness of the consequences of their actions, and can experience a sense of guilt 
and anxiety if they fail.  Erikson noted that preschool children can experience “pleasurable 
accomplishment” and purpose through their play actions at this stage (1950/1985, p. 256).  
Sociocultural Theories 
Sociocultural theories explore the social and communicative meanings of play.  
Huizinga proposed in his book Homo Ludens (1938/1970) or “Man the Player”, that play is 
integral to culture, permeating language, myth, ritual and contests.  Mead (1934/1967) 
theorised that play has a socialising function and is preparation for the social world because 
children learn social rules and norms through their play.  According to Mead, in imaginary 
play, children play “at something” (p. 150).  That is, in play children take on particular 
responses that identify their role as another person, such as a mother or a fireman.  When 
children play games, they must understand and be able to take on the perspective of all the 
players of the game, not just the one role.  By doing so, they can predict and respond to the 
actions of others.  It is through this process that children develop a sense of self-identity and 
of the ‘generalized other’, that is, the perspective of the collective group.  Mead postulated 
that it is through individuals’ awareness of the ‘generalized other’ that social rules and norms 
are learnt and a community regulates the behaviour of its individual members. 
Bateson proposed that play is characterised by meta-communicative messages that 
signal “this is play” (Bateson, 1955/1973, p. 152).  From observations of monkey behaviour 
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at a zoo, Bateson identified that, although the actions of the monkeys were similar to fighting 
actions, it was clear to the monkeys and the humans observing, that they were actually 
playing.  As such, the message “this is play” for the playing monkeys was a paradox, 
meaning, “The playful nip denotes the bite, but it does not denote what would be denoted by 
the bite” (p. 153).  Although the actions looked like fighting, because of how the actions were 
framed, through meta-communication by the participants, they were playing, not fighting.  
The importance of framing actions to ascertain whether they are play or are not play is also 
critical to the conceptualisation of playfulness.  
Play Theory and Occupational Therapy   
Occupational therapists have recognised that play is a key component of human 
occupation since one of the profession’s founders, Adolf Meyer, described play, along with 
sleep, work and rest, as one of four rhythms of human existence (Meyer, 1922).  In her 
seminal book, Play as exploratory learning (1974), Mary Reilly described play as a 
multidimensional system for adaptation to the environment and the means by which children 
prepare for adult work.  This approach to play reflects a functionalist view, in that play is 
deemed important because of its role in developing other functions, such as preparation for 
adult roles (Parham, 2008).  Reilly incorporated aspects of Groos’ pre-exercise theory, 
Berlyne’s arousal modulation theory and Piaget’s cognitive theory in her conceptualisation of 
play in which “neurologically based arousal systems give rise to the emergence of cognitive-
symbolic systems” (Parham, 2008, p. 20).  In contemporary occupational therapy, the 
occupational nature of play expressed by the founders of the profession is incorporated into 
the conceptualisation of play, with occupational therapists deeming play as important in its 
own right and seen as a critical aspect of human health (Parham, 2008).  
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Why Study Play? The Value of Play for Preschool Children 
In his book The Ambiguity of Play (1997), Sutton-Smith introduces seven rhetorics of 
play and explicates how each of these persuasive discourses places play in a broader context 
of particular value systems.  Sutton-Smith categorises the seven play rhetorics into two 
groups: the ancient rhetorics, which reflect collective identity rather than the more modern 
emphasis on individual experience, and the modern set of rhetorics, which are embedded in 
the ideologies of the last two hundred years.  The four ancient rhetorics are: play as power, 
play as fate (games of chance), play as group identity (community celebrations and festivals) 
and play as frivolous (playing the fool).  The three modern rhetorics are: play as progress 
(children adapt and develop through their play), play as self (intrinsic enjoyment and 
desirable experience of play), and play as the imaginary (idealising the imaginative, flexible 
and creative aspects of play).  
Research studies in education, psychology and occupational therapy that focus on the 
importance of children’s play are typically located within the modern rhetoric of play as 
progress (Parham, 2008; Sutton-Smith, 1997).  Occupational therapists advocate for play to 
be considered as important in its own right (Bundy, 1993; Parham, 2008), reflecting the play 
as self rhetoric.  
Play as Progress 
When advocating for the importance of play and to justify its investigation, many 
researchers explore the developmental benefits of play.  Research evidence demonstrates that 
play contributes to children’s physical (Brussoni et al., 2015; Mackett & Paskins, 2008), as 
well as their cognitive (Fisher, 1992), and social development (Elias & Berk, 2002; 
Pellegrini, 1988).  According to Sutton-Smith (1997), the focus of studies on the 
developmental outcomes of play is indicative of the rhetoric of play as progress, the 
predominant persuasive discourse regarding play in Western cultures.  This implicit narrative 
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is based on the premise that children adapt and develop through play and is heavily 
influenced by the developmental theories of Piaget, Vygotsky, Erikson and Mead.  When 
researching the outcomes of play, studies generally focus on a particular subset of play, such 
as outdoor play, playful learning, as well as pretend or sociodramatic play.  The following 
studies pertain to these subsets of play, typical of preschool aged children. 
Outdoor play. 
Outdoor play is increasingly advocated in the literature because of correlations 
between this type of play and physical activity (Alexander et al., 2012; Burdette et al., 2004).  
There is increased concern with regard to children’s physical activity levels and rates of 
obesity, with a number of interventions designed to increase physical activity levels and 
energy expenditure so as to achieve physical fitness and a healthy body weight (Burdette & 
Whitaker, 2005b).  Physical activity guidelines published by the Australian Government’s 
Department of Health indicate that children up to the age of five years require more than 
three hours of physical activity per day (Australian Government Department of Health, , 
2014).  Because positive correlations have been found between time spent outdoors and 
preschool children’s activity levels (Hinkley, Crawford, Salmon, Okely, & Hesketh, 2008), 
play is seen as an important activity for children to achieve these recommendations.  
Bailey et al. (1995) are widely cited for demonstrating that greater physical activity 
occurs during preschool children’s active, free play and this is characterised by short bursts of 
vigorous activity interspersed with more sedentary recovery periods (e.g., Burdette et al., 
2004; Hinkley et al., 2008; Pate, McIver, Dowda, Brown, & Addy, 2008; Tandon, Zhou, & 
Christakis, 2012; Veitch et al., 2006).  The youngest age of children in that study was six 
years old, not the typically reported preschool age range of three to five years.  Nevertheless, 
it is accepted that most of preschool children’s physical activity occurs predominantly during 
spontaneous play rather than in extended structured periods (Tandon et al., 2012).   
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The academic interest in free outdoor play is not limited to physical health outcomes, 
but also social outcomes.  Rough-and-tumble play was positively correlated with social 
competence in children aged between five and twelve years, who were identified as 
‘popular’, and were observed playing on the school playground (Pellegrini, 1988).  
Furthermore, a systematic review of 18 studies concluded that risky outdoor play had overall 
positive effects on children’s physical and social health and negative effects associated with 
sedentary behaviour (Brussoni et al., 2015).   
Playful learning. 
Within the education literature, the rhetoric of play as progress is evident in studies 
that promote a playful learning environment as having benefit for children’s learning 
outcomes.  A longitudinal study comparing types of preschool learning environments found 
that at age 23, people who had gone through “child-initiated” or playful learning 
environments had more positive outcomes for 17 variables, such as having less emotional 
problems, than children who experienced more didactic preschool environments 
(Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997).  Research reporting the developmental benefits of play is 
widely cited to support play being a part of the curriculum in early childhood education 
(Fisher et al., 2008). 
Pretend play. 
The value of pretend play for positive developmental outcomes is a topic extensively 
researched in the fields of psychology, education and occupational therapy.  Studies have 
found positive relationships between children’s pretend play and narrative competence 
(Nicolopoulou, McDowell, & Brockmeyer, 2006); creativity and divergent thinking 
(Hoffmann & Russ, 2012); social development and social competence (McAloney & 
Stagnitti, 2009; Youngblade & Dunn, 1995); language development (Weisberg, Zosh, Hirsh-
Pasek, & Golinkoff, 2013); as well as executive functions, including meta-communication, 
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meta-cognition and self-regulation (Berk, Mann, & Ogan, 2006; Berk & Meyers, 2013; 
Bodrova, Germeroth, & Leong, 2013; Hoffmann & Russ, 2012; Whitebread & O'Sullivan, 
2012).  Paradoxically, despite the many studies of children’s imaginative, pretend play, these 
studies are typically embedded within the play as progress rhetoric because they measure 
outcomes (such as creativity) in relation to imaginative play rather than exploring the nature 
of children’s fancies and imaginary potentialities (Sutton-Smith, 1997).  
In one of the first meta-analyses of cross-sectional play studies, sociodramatic or 
pretend play was most strongly correlated with the cognitive tasks of divergent thinking 
(creative imagination) and perspective taking (Fisher, 1992).  Common limitations of cross-
sectional play studies include lack of clarity in defining play constructs so as to operationalise 
play, the use of unstandardised instruments, experimenter bias, confounding variables, and 
variation in treatment duration (Fisher, 1992) as well as the problem of separating play from 
its psychosocial context so as to differentiate play variables from the “background noise” of 
context (Fisher, 1992, p. 176; Sutton-Smith, 1997).  
In a recent review of the pretend play literature Lillard et al. (2013b) found that 
although pretend play is often claimed as crucial for children’s development, the evidence at 
best supported two alternative positions; firstly, pretend play is one of many routes possible 
to developmental outcomes, and secondly, pretend play is an epiphenomenon or byproduct of 
other factors (such as mental state talk) but makes no direct contribution to development 
itself (2013b).  Criticisms of Lillard’s review reflect the challenges of studying the 
phenomenon of play.  Weisberg, Hirsh-Pasek and Golinkoff (2013) suggested that when 
viewed holistically, the overwhelming body of evidence reveals a positive relationship 
between play and learning, despite a plethora of methods and experimental conditions, and 
they proposed a change of approach from a narrow focus to one that embraces the complexity 
of play.  In contrast, Walter and Gopnik (2013) recommended a narrowing of focus in future 
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studies by proposing a theoretical model that could be used to generate questions for 
empirical study.  Finally, Bergen (2013) advocated that play be studied as a valuable 
phenomenon in its own right, rather than being justified as a means to development.   
Play as a therapeutic tool. 
Occupational therapy is also embedded in the rhetoric of progress, with many 
occupational therapy interventions focusing on the promotion of play as a means of 
facilitating aspects of children’s development (Parham, 2008).  Therapists observe play to 
assess development and use play as a tool to reach skill development goals within domains 
such as motor, functional, perceptual, cognitive and language development (Rodger & 
Ziviani 1999; Stagnitti, 2004).  In a study of 44 preschool children being treated by 
occupational therapists for fine-motor dysfunction, Case-Smith (2000) found that the use of 
play and peer interaction were the only intervention variables that predicted improvement in 
fine-motor outcome measures.  Occupational therapists may also focus on children’s play 
development by using strategies such as modelling and practice to teach specific play skills 
(Rodger & Ziviani 1999).  In addition to fostering children’s play skills, occupational 
therapists also focus on understanding children’s play styles and preferences, reflecting the 
rhetoric of play as self.  
Play as Self 
The notion that children have a propensity to play and enjoy playing, is a widely held 
assumption.  Emphasising the value of play for its own sake, rather than as a means to an end 
incorporates the dispositional definitions of play and is described as the rhetoric of play as 
self (Sutton-Smith, 1997).  Theories of play as intrinsic motivation such as 
Csikszentmihalyi’s (1975) theory of flow and Berlyne’s (1960) arousal modulation theory are 
evident in the rhetoric of play as self.   
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The concept of playfulness is also important in the rhetoric of play as self, because it 
focuses on a state of being or approach to activities rather than on a specific behaviour or 
outcome.  Sutton-Smith suggests that play becomes playful and the source of enjoyment in 
the transformation from a mundane action (e.g., looking after a baby) to a virtual reality (e.g., 
the modelling and mimicry of baby-care by a child), via the cues of meta-communication and 
meta-action.  The Test of Playfulness, (Bundy, 1997; Bundy, Nelson, Metzger, & Bingaman, 
2001), an observational assessment, measures how children enact these cues to frame their 
play along with other aspects of children’s disposition to play: intrinsic motivation, internal 
control and freedom to suspend reality.  It was developed by occupational therapy scholars, 
Bundy and colleagues, to address the aim that play be valued as a goal in itself (Bundy, 1997; 
Bundy et al., 2001; Skard & Bundy, 2008).  Bundy suggested that play is a means of 
suspending the consequences of real life, and that people may be more inclined to try things 
in play that they would not attempt in real life (1993).   
Occupational therapists deem play to be important in its own right and see play as a 
critical aspect of human health (Parham, 2008).  Some authors recognise the value in 
assessing the context of play and how supportive the physical and social environment is in 
facilitating opportunities for play (Bronson & Bundy, 2001; Parham, 2015).  In a review of 
play assessments, Parham (2015) noted that, in measuring the compatibility between child 
playfulness and the supportiveness of the environment for play (including parent beliefs and 
perceptions), Bronson and Bundy’s Test of Environmental Supportiveness (TOES)(2001) 
was one of only two instruments that consider how the environment supports or challenges 
children’s opportunities for play.  The other is a recently developed parent questionnaire, My 
Child’s Play Questionnaire (MCP), which includes questions about a number of constructs of 
children’s play, including children’s play choices and preferences, interpersonal relationships 
and opportunities in the environment (Parham, 2015; Schneider & Rosenblum, 2014).  These 
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assessments acknowledge that it is important to consider whether contextual elements are 
supportive or restrictive of children’s opportunities to express themselves through play. 
In studies of preschool children, the rhetoric of play as self is evident when the focus 
is on free play, through which children express their intrinsic motivation, choices and 
preferences.  The Alliance of Children (Miller & Almon, 2009) defines play as “activities 
that are freely chosen and directed by children and arise from intrinsic motivation” (p. 15), 
emphasising children as the agents who direct free play.  This is in keeping with the 
definitions of play offered by preschool children as discussed earlier in this chapter when 
comparing the concepts of play and work.  
Free play is sometimes referred to as unstructured play.  The term unstructured refers 
to the play not being structured by adults, rather than indicating that the activities lack any 
kind of inherent structure (such as rules) (Fisher et al., 2008).  The term “free play” may be 
defined in a more circumscribed manner in clinical and research contexts.  In a meta-analysis 
of psychological research studying the impact of play on development, Fisher (1992) divided 
children’s play into two categories: 1. child-initiated play, with the subgroups of free play, 
imaginative play and sociodramatic play; and 2. adult-directed play.  Further to being child-
initiated, Fisher defined free play as “autonomous activities in a playroom equipped with toys 
under minimal adult supervision” (1992, p. 172).  Child initiation of play is not always seen 
as critical to free play.  The Alliance of Children (2009) suggest that even adult-initiated play 
may be considered as free play, as long as the child chooses to engage in the activity.   
Most studies of children’s free play choices examine how these choices are related to 
variables such as children’s age and gender, rather than exploring how children develop their 
play preferences within the context of their daily lives.  For example, a cross-sectional survey 
of parents of 166 children aged between three and seven found that while play preferences 
did not differ by gender, older children engaged in less object play and more rough-and-
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tumble play and showed greater preference for computer computer/video game play (Case-
Smith & Kuhaneck, 2008).  A dated, yet frequently cited review of pretend play studies by 
Fein (1981) identified that girls prefer dolls and house toys whereas boys prefer blocks and 
transportation toys.  The section about the threats to children’s opportunities for free play, 
discusses studies that explore children’s opportunities for accessing free play, such as outdoor 
play spaces. 
The rhetorics of play are not mutually exclusive.  Uncertainty about the extent to 
which play promotes development or is the truest expression of self does not diminish the 
importance of play as an integral part of childhood, so important that it is considered a right 
for every child (UN General Assembly, 1989).  In a personal communication to Sutton-
Smith, the preschool play researcher, Greta Fein wrote “I do not think play is about cognition 
and I don’t think playing makes kids especially smarter.  It most likely makes them 
happier…. Little kids who do not play are usually very unhappy” (Fein, G. cited in Sutton-
Smith, 1997, p. 32).  
In this chapter, I presented an overview of the many ways play may be defined and 
the theories underlying the study of play.  I also reviewed studies that explored the value of 
play as a means of development (play as progress) and as a means of personal identity 
expression (play as self).  In the next chapter, I examine the context of preschool children’s 
play and the proposition that parents have a role in limiting children’s opportunities for play 
compared to previous generations.   
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Chapter 3 
Literature Review - Contexts of Children’s Play and the Role of Parents 
In this chapter, I review the literature about the context of children’s play, including 
the role of parents in creating or limiting opportunities for children’s play, and parent-child 
play.  I give particular attention to studies that describe the circumstances in which play 
occurs and the parental views and influences on children’s play. 
The way that the word context is used in play studies often implies a unitary concept, 
for example, the definition of the specific environment in which the study is conducted.  
Specifying a particular location, such as home context, also implies a degree of stability in the 
use of the term.  While some aspects of context may be relatively stable, such as the values of 
a community in which children live, the many contextual factors that influence children’s 
play are dynamic and ever-changing.  The family home is the primary location for children’s 
play, and parents have a major role in creating this primary context. 
The Contexts of Children’s Play 
Bronfenbrenner’s social ecology model (1977, 1979) informs my concept of context 
in this thesis.  This model conceptualises context as having four different levels: 
microsystems, mesosystems, macrosystems and exosystems.  The microsystems are the 
settings and the relationships within those settings that people experience directly.  
Mesosystems are the complex interrelationships and connections between each of the 
microsystems.  These microsystems and mesosystems are embedded within a broader cultural 
and social context, which are conceptualised as the macrosystem.  Exosystems are settings 
that are not experienced directly by the person, but have an influence on them.   
When the social ecology model is applied to children, it describes the process of 
mutual accommodation between growing children and the changing contexts in which they 
live.  For Australian preschool children, microsystem settings typically include the physical 
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features of the home, playground, day care centre or preschool, as well as the activities in 
which they engage and the relationships with others that the child has in these places.  An 
example of a mesosystem would be the communications between families and preschool 
teachers (i.e. interactions between the microsystems).  Broader cultural expectations of 
preschool children, such as valuing play for this age group, are an example of the influence of 
the macrosystem.  A common example of how an exosystem may influence preschool 
children is the effects of parents’ workplaces on family life, such as stress in the morning for 
parents to get to work on time.  Studies that explore the influences of microsystems on 
children’s play, especially the family as the primary microsystem, as well as the broader 
sociocultural macrosystem are particularly pertinent to this thesis. 
The Microsystems of Children’s Play  
According to Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1979), each level of context is made up of 
properties that are continually changing.  The properties of a context include elements of the 
physical and social environment, as well as the activities, roles and interpersonal relations 
that occur in that context.  As such, parents’ interpersonal relations with their children form a 
significant part of the context for children’s play, and their actions are the mechanism by 
which they can modify not only their relations with their children, but also other contextual 
elements of children’s play, such as the locations of play.  These contextual elements 
constitute the microsystems of children’s play. 
The physical and social features of microsystems affecting children’s play.  
Of the microsystems of children’s play that have been studied, the physical and social 
aspects most often described are the materials and people that are available for children to 
play with, as well as the physical localities or environments in which children play.  Research 
demonstrates that different features of play materials and settings can influence the type of 
play behaviours that children exhibit.   
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One study observed the social play behaviours of children in a preschool that had two 
different rooms specifically designed to exercise different muscle groups: the big muscle 
room was set up with a jungle gym, slides, mats and large blocks for gross motor activity; 
and the fine motor room had tables of craft and drawing materials (Vandenberg, 1981).  
Vandenberg found that the different play environments did result in different play behaviours 
and levels of social interaction, as expected.  Neither room elicited cooperative play, with the 
authors noting an absence of materials that are typically used in cooperative play, such as 
dolls (Vandenberg, 1981).  
Outdoor environments, including backyards, streets, parks and playgrounds, offer 
more physical space for children to freely and vigorously move their bodies than inside the 
home or classroom (Clements, 2004).  When objects that could be destructive within the 
home, such as balls, hoops, skipping ropes, bikes and scooters, are available for children in 
outdoor environments, these objects can support and encourage various physical activities.  
Two studies of preschool aged children found that the amount of time spent outdoors was the 
variable most highly correlated with physical activity levels for this age group (Klesges, Eck, 
Hanson, Haddock, & Klesges, 1990; Sallis et al., 1993).  These studies support the intuitive 
assumption that outdoor environments provide more opportunities than indoor environments 
for children to engage in vigorous, physically active play, such as running, riding and playing 
tag games, (Sallis et al., 1997).   
With the increased interest in children’s physical activity levels, a number of recent 
studies have explored the impact of changing the features of play spaces on children’s 
activity levels.  Hannon and Brown (2008) found that three to five year old children’s 
physical activity levels (as measured by accelerometry) increased when portable play 
equipment such as hula hoops (to jump through), hurdles, tunnels, balance beams, target 
toss/throw sets and various sized balls were introduced to a preschool playground that already 
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contained a sandpit, play kitchen, tyre swing and basketball hoop.  In another study (Bundy et 
al., 2009), materials with no fixed purpose, such as car tyres, hay bales, bubble wrap and 
boxes, were introduced onto a school playground.  When measuring the physical activity of 
school children aged between five and seven years using accelerometers, the children were 
found to be more physically active and teacher reports indicated that they were more resilient 
and displayed more co-operative and creative play.  This study gives support to the widely 
held belief that more creative play and less conflict between children is possible when they 
have access to an abundance of materials (whether natural items such as twigs and rocks or 
manufactured materials), compared with having to compete over a few spaces available on 
fixed equipment (Rivkin, 1995).   
In an observational study comparing a contemporary playground (with fixed 
equipment such as a playhouse, climbers and a slide) with a natural structured playground 
(with climbable mature tree, stone seats, a sand area, performance stage and a dome of 
willow), children (aged between five and six years) only engaged in prolonged play episodes 
lasting for more than 15 minutes in the natural playground (Luchs & Fikus, 2013).  The 
findings suggest that the loose materials of the natural playground provided children with 
more opportunities for the development of extended fantasy play episodes, whereas children 
changed quickly between equipment in the contemporary playground. 
Other research studies also demonstrate that the design of playgrounds influence the 
type of play children exhibit.  Pretend play and creativity were the focus of a study in which 
80 children were observed playing in either a traditional playground (with see-saw, merry-go-
round, slide and swings) or a contemporary playground (with pieces incorporated into a 
continuous structure that also provides undefined enclosed spaces for social interaction) 
(Susa & Benedict, 1994).  Children exhibited more pretend play in the contemporary 
playground and scored higher on a creativity test after playing on the contemporary 
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playground than the traditional playground.  A regression analysis revealed that playground 
design contributed the most variance to creativity scores, with gender and pretend play also 
accounting for a significant amount of variance.  
In another study, boys’ and girls’ physical activity levels in parks were positively 
associated with the presence of other active children, and negatively associated with the 
presence of a parent (Bocarro et al., 2015).  These associations were stronger for girls than 
boys.  The physical activity of young boys (aged 0-5 years) was negatively associated with 
formal park activity and when participating in activities around picnic areas and shelters.  
All these studies may be interpreted in the light of Gibson’s concept of “affordances” 
(Gibson, 1979).  According to Gibson, the affordance of an object is what it offers a person 
and relates to aspects of both the physical and social environment.  However, the existence of 
an affordance is dependent on the attributes of an object in the environment being perceived 
by the observer (Gibson, 1979).  For example, a child may perceive that a stick can be 
straddled like a horse or used to draw in the dirt, a doll can be dressed or rocked like a baby 
and a large open space with other children can present an opportunity for a game of tag or 
practising cartwheels.  Because affordances rely on perceptions and experiences for them to 
be realised, how parents perceive the context of their children’s play is critical for 
understanding how they can then act to shape it. 
The microsystem of the family: Parent-child relationships.  
The family is the central microsystem in preschool children’s lives.  Parents are 
responsible for ensuring that children are supported, protected and prepared for life as they 
grow (Bowes, Watson, & Pearson, 2009).  As such, parents are invested in children’s 
survival, education and socialisation (Bornstein & Putnick, 2012).  Baumrind and Thompson 
(2002) identified parents’ “ultimate objective” as being “to further children’s development 
from a dependent infant into a self-determining, socially responsible and moral adult” (p. 12).  
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To achieve this goal, parents have developmental responsibilities for shaping their children’s 
character, including helping the children to become competent in knowing right from wrong 
and being able to regulate their own actions.  Parents do this primarily by modelling 
attributes such as compassion and courage, but also through setting rules, negotiation and 
discipline (Baumrind & Thompson, 2002).  Provisioning the play environment, modelling, 
teaching and engaging with children through play are aspects of parental caregiving that 
influence children’s play development (Bornstein & Putnick, 2012).   
Studies of the family as a context for children’s development mostly focus on the 
patterns of parent-child interaction (Bronfenbrenner, 1986).  There is consistency in the 
findings of parent-child interaction studies that warm, responsive, attentive and attuned 
parenting has positive outcomes for children’s development, especially with regard to social 
skills (Khaleque & Rohner, 2012; Roopnarine & Krishnakumar, 2015).  Although there is 
consensus about these features of parenting, the patterns of interaction are operationalised in 
a variety of ways according to a number of theories that address different aspects of 
parenting. 
The widely studied theories of attachment (Ainsworth, 1979; Bowlby, 1969) and 
parenting style (Baumrind, 1971) continue to be instrumental in studies that examine the 
effect of the quality of parent-child relationships on developmental outcomes for children.  A 
number of studies use these theories to explore the phenomenon of children’s play. 
Bowlby’s (1969) theory of attachment postulates that patterns in the quality of 
primary carer-infant attachment behaviours, which are those behaviours that help keep the 
primary carer and infant in close proximity to each other, have implications for how the child 
responds when hurt or perceiving a threat.  Ainsworth (1979) operationalised this theory by 
developing a measure of mother-infant attachment, the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP), in 
which patterns of attachment were identified and led to a plethora of studies that extended the 
	 38	
concept from infancy and beyond.  A pattern of secure attachment of mother and infant is 
characterised by infants crying less during everyday separations at home, being more 
cooperative and greeting their mothers more positively upon reunion with them, than infants 
with the other attachment patterns; while mothers were more sensitively responsive to infant 
signals such as crying than mothers of the other patterns.  Ainsworth (1979) also developed 
the concept of “a secure base” (p. 932), which refers to the foundation of support from which 
children venture out to explore and return back to the primary carer for safety or comfort.   
Rubin et al. (1983) suggested that parents may indirectly support their children’s play 
by providing them with comfort and security, and thereby reducing stress and anxiety in 
unfamiliar settings.  A number of studies illustrate the relationships between a secure base of 
attachment with positive child outcomes.  From observations of preschool children’s 
imaginative play, Singer (1973) postulated that mothers who were attentive and responsive 
but also let the children play alone were more likely to have children who explored and 
played independently than “smothering” (p. 214) mothers who did not leave children alone 
long enough for them to engage in independent play.  A study by Matas (1978) found that 
securely attached infants at 18 months of age were more likely to explore their environment 
when in an unfamiliar setting with their mother, than insecurely attached infants.  Matas also 
found that the security of attachment at 18 months of age is predictive of fantasy play with 
objects at 24 months old.  A longitudinal study of preschoolers found that children with less 
secure attachment to their mothers at age three were more aggressive and less socially 
competent with peers in kindergarten at age five (Schmidt, Demulder, & Denham, 2002).  A 
meta-analysis of 63 studies reporting correlations between parent-child attachment and 
children’s ability to make friendships with peers found a small-to-moderate effect size, with 
securely attached children being more likely to have successful relationships with their peers 
(Schneider, Atkinson, & Tardif, 2001). 
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Baumrind identified three patterns of parenting styles that were found to influence 
children’s social and emotional behaviour (1971).  These were authoritative, authoritarian 
and permissive parenting.  An authoritative parenting style is characterised by controlling and 
demanding behaviours of the parents, who were also warm and receptive to their children’s 
needs.  Children of authoritative parents were self-reliant and content.  Authoritarian parents 
were detached, controlling and less warm than authoritative parents, and their children were 
“discontent, withdrawn and distrustful” (p. 2).  Finally, permissive parents were not 
controlling nor demanding while being relatively warm, and their children were found to be 
the least self-reliant, explorative and self-controlled.  Baumrind argued that authoritative 
parenting is associated with the most desirable child attributes, including independent 
purposeful behaviour and social responsibility.   
Parent-child play typically describes when a parent engages in an activity as a play 
partner with their child.  “Parental attributes such as warmth and sensitivity, respect for the 
child’s need for autonomy, structure and limit setting are likely to determine the quality of 
parent-child play” (Roopnarine & Davidson, 2015, p. 245).  The importance of parent-child 
play as a means of contributing to healthy relationships as well as children’s social and 
emotional development is postulated in academic literature (e.g., Ginsburg et al., 2007; 
MacDonald, 1993; Milteer et al., 2012; Roopnarine & Davidson, 2015), as well as parenting 
books (Cohen, 2001; Sutton-Smith & Sutton-Smith, 1974).  Studies of parent-child play have 
supported these propositions.   
Parent-child play in controlled environments. 
A number of studies have specifically investigated how the quality and nature of 
parent-child play interactions are related to child outcomes.  A longitudinal study of children 
at 24 and 36 months old from 290 low income families explored the influence of parent-child 
play on child outcomes (Tamis-LeMonda, Shannon, Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004).  The study 
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found that mothers’ and fathers’ supportive parenting (displaying sensitivity, positive regard 
and cognitive stimulation) during ten minute play sessions in the home with set toys 
predicted children’s higher scores on language and cognitive development measures. 
Rough-and-tumble play is suggested as contributing to the development of children's 
self-regulation and providing a context for negotiating dominance, that is, who has the upper 
hand in controlling circumstances within a dyadic relationship (Flanders, Leo, Paquette, Pihl, 
& Séguin, 2009; Pellegrini & Smith, 1998).  A study of father-child play with children aged 
between two and six years found a significant relationship between frequency of rough-and-
tumble play and higher levels of physical aggression in children when the fathers were less 
dominant during play (the father allowed the child to hold the dominant position and control 
the flow of play more than the father did).  The authors postulated that when fathers dominate 
play it helps children to learn boundaries of their own aggressive behaviours (Flanders et al., 
2009). 
Lindsey and Mize (2001) noted differences in parent-child play according to gender, 
and suggested that through parents’ play with children, parents may contribute to gender-type 
behaviours with peers.  Their study of separate sessions of physical and pretend parent-child 
play for 33 preschool children found that father-son dyads engaged in more physical play 
than father-daughter dyads and more mother-daughter dyads engaged in pretend play than 
mother-son dyads.  Children who engaged in more pretend play with parents also engaged in 
more pretend play with peers, with a similar finding for the physical play scenarios. 
Social reticence (wariness in unfamiliar social settings) has been shown to be related 
to indicators of anxiety (Rubin, Burgess, & Hastings, 2002).  In studies of social reticence, 
preschool children of mothers who were over-solicitous during a free play activity (Rubin, 
Cheah, & Fox, 2001) or had mothers who displayed high frequencies of intrusive control and 
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derisive comments during parent-child play (Rubin et al., 2002) were shy and reticent when 
playing with unfamiliar peers.  
While these studies explored relationships between the nature of parent-child play and 
child outcomes, they all controlled aspects of the environment, whether it be the location or 
play materials of the study.  A number of studies have explored the ways in which parents 
influence the physical and social features of the settings children experience in everyday life, 
including via parent-child play within the home. 
Parent-child play and parental influences on the everyday contexts of children’s 
play in the home. 
The everyday contexts of play are the environmental factors that children experience 
on a daily basis, including the physical environment of the home and other play locations, the 
temporal pattern of routines and activities, as well as the social milieu of the family (Fisher et 
al., 2008).  For preschool children, parents are a central aspect of the everyday context of 
their play.  Bronfenbrenner’s model acknowledges how the properties of the context are 
experienced by the people in that context.  Regarding children’s play, how parents perceive 
the context of their children’s play forms part of that context and how parents experience 
their children’s play will influence the way they act towards that play.  
Studies of everyday parent-child play in the home. 
How parents perceive, experience and influence contextual factors of children’s play 
has been studied through the lens of everyday contexts of play.  A number of researches have 
made observations of the everyday contexts influencing children’s play in naturalistic settings 
and interviewed parents about aspects of their children’s play.  These studies differ from play 
studies that primarily focus on the child as the person experiencing play.  While it is clear 
that the child is the one doing the playing, parents who are supervising children will also 
experience their children’s play in their own way.  Sometimes it will be as players, as when 
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they interact with their children, but at other times, they may have an experience of the play 
that is quite different to their experience as a “player”.  The experiences of the parents are 
acknowledged and explored in these studies.   
Co-occupation is a term introduced by Doris Pierce (2009) and defined by her as “the 
degree to which the occupations of two or more individuals are interactively shaping each 
other” (Pierce, 2009, p. 204).  Interaction is not limited to face-to-face interaction, but can 
also refer to links in time and space, such as the daily pattern of children taking out their toys 
to play with them during the day, and the parent tidying them up at the end of the day (Pierce, 
2000).  By acknowledging the co-occupation of play within the family context, the 
confluence of influencing factors (physical, spatial, socio-cultural, temporal, individual) can 
be brought together and the dynamic interplay between family members and their 
occupations can be explored.  Co-occupation also introduces the possibility of exploring how 
someone experiences the occupation of another. 
Pierce described some of the experiences of parents with regard to their children’s 
play.  In one qualitative study, Pierce (2000) used a grounded theory approach to study the 
spatial dimension of co-occupation between mothers and their infant children.  She video-
recorded 18 children in their home for an hour each month from 1 month to 18 months of 
age, and conducted interviews with the children’s mothers regarding how they managed the 
spaces and objects within their homes to support their children’s play.  Findings relating to 
the co-occupation and context of play included: mothers often picked up toys when their 
infant/toddler was asleep, the greatest concentration of play objects was nearly always 
adjacent to the kitchen and mothers bought toys to occupy infant/toddlers so that they could 
have time to accomplish other tasks.  
Ugaste (2005) noted that most studies of mother-child play are of mothers with infant 
children.  She conducted a case study of the play of five, four-year old children at home with 
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their mothers.  Interview and observational data revealed that children sought their mothers’ 
involvement as supporters and appraisers of their play as well as invited their mothers to play 
together with them, which was sometimes difficult for the mothers when they did not have 
the time or motivation to play.  Ugaste (2005) found that children preferred games that 
involved fun and playfulness rather than games in which their mothers attempted to teach 
them.   
Primeau (1998) studied how parents incorporated play into their everyday tasks and 
routines by observing and interviewing 10 families with preschool aged children.  She found 
that parents used two different approaches to “orchestrate” (p. 188) play in their homes: 
strategies of segregation and strategies of inclusion.  Strategies of segregation included 
parents stopping what they were doing to engage in play or completing their household tasks 
while the child played independently.  Strategies of inclusion occurred when parents 
embedded play into their household tasks by structuring an adult occupation in such a way 
that children could participate at their level of ability (scaffolded play), or when they played 
with their children while engaged in household work (parental participation in play within 
household work).  Primeau noted that when parents embed or scaffold play into their 
household work, the dichotomy of play and work breaks down and the experience becomes a 
blend of play and work.  
With all of the public concern about inadequate time for play due to families’ busy 
schedules, Primeau’s study provides an important insight into how play does not necessarily 
need to be segregated from household work.  She called on occupational therapists to 
evaluate and facilitate the fit of children’s needs with the routine household work occupations 
that are familiar to their families.  Mary Catherine Bateson (1996) used the term “enfolded 
activity” (p. 5) to describe the way in which women and mothers in particular weave a 
number of tasks together: “women do not stop caring for children when they start cooking 
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dinner” (p. 8).  In a qualitative interview study comparing mothering preschool children and 
mothering young adults, Francis-Connolly (2000) also found that preschool mothers 
“enfolded” (p. 284) nurturing and teaching their children with mundane tasks such as feeding 
and dressing.  
Children also embed play into the everyday lives of their families.  One study showed 
how the pretend play occurred within family life in the homes of young children (Haight & 
Miller, 1993).  Ten mothers and their children were observed on four occasions in their 
homes when their children were aged between one and four years, for a duration of three to 
four hours each time.  The study revealed pretend play episodes that were lengthy and 
included elaborate narratives as well as short moments of pretence that were included in other 
tasks such as running errands, preparing meals and cleaning the house (1993).  Another 
example of play described in the study was when a girl was pretending that she saw a snake 
while being driven in the car.  In a time use study, that time may have been described as 
‘driving in car’ rather than ‘play’, yet the observational study revealed that these two 
activities occurred together and hence gives insight into the everyday contexts of play.  
Haight and Miller observed that mothers and children used pretend play to address a number 
of social functions in everyday life: to communicate feelings, support an argument, enliven 
daily routines, teach skills and managing each others’ behaviour (p. 72).   
Some studies directly focused on parents’ experiences regarding their own 
preferences in relation to their children’s play.  Haight, Parke, and Black (1997) asked 
mothers and fathers to rank their preferences for participating in three types of activities with 
their toddlers: pretend play, rough-and-tumble play, and reading.  When parents elaborated 
what it was about the activity that made it enjoyable for them, the most common response for 
pretend play was that the parent enjoyed the opportunity to observe their child’s development 
(57% of mothers and 44% of fathers).  Parents were also asked about the developmental 
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significance of each of the three activities.  No other parent elaborations regarding why they 
enjoyed the activities were reported in the study, and the authors noted that only positive 
responses were examined due to parents having difficulty giving reasons for negative 
responses (e.g., why an activity was not important for their child’s development).  In a more 
recent study using a systems perspective, Coyl-Shepherd and Hanlon (2013) explored the 
relationship between parent and child-reported play, exploration and leisure activities with 
measures of family socio-emotional well-being.  They found that father report of play and 
leisure activities was associated with more parent-child and couple well-being indicators than 
mother report.  Children’s report of secure exploration with both parents was also associated 
with couple, parent-child and child well-being indicators (Coyl-Shepherd & Hanlon, 2013).  
A study of mothers’ daily occupations provides some further detail regarding how 
everyday activities such as children’s play may be experienced by mothers, and explored how 
daily routine, control and order may be positive influences on an adult’s well-being 
(Erlandsson & Eklund, 2003).  In Erlandsson and Eklund’s qualitative study of the reported 
“hassles” and “uplifts” (p. 95) for working mothers with children aged between three and six 
years, social and temporal context were the two themes that rated highest as sources of 
“hassles”.  Some of the specific examples of “hassles” that relate to children and play include 
“bringing the home into disorder”, “being disobedient” and “all those just-one-more-thing 
issues when I’m about to leave for the day” (Erlandsson & Eklund, 2003, p. 102).  Parents 
and children playing do not necessarily co-exist in harmony.  This paper did not specifically 
address parents’ experiences of children’s play, but from the results about what causes 
“hassles” for mothers, it suggests that parents may experience some aspects of their 
children’s play negatively.  Children playing may have unpredictable outcomes such as mess 
and conflict that may not support parents’ feelings of well-being.  Erlandsson and Eklund 
described such outcomes as “unexpected occupations” (p. 107) and noted that mothers 
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mainly experienced these situations as “hassles”.  However, playing with children was 
frequently reported as “uplifting”, and the joy and happiness of mothers “seeing my children 
grow and develop” (p. 105) was also a significant theme.  The potential outcomes for parents 
are worthy of consideration when play proponents make the general statement that children 
should have more opportunities for play.  
Parental beliefs and perceptions. 
Parents’ beliefs and perceptions influence how they organise the everyday context of 
their children (Fisher et al., 2008; McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 1985).  A small number of studies 
have investigated parental beliefs and perceptions regarding play, and the influence of 
parental beliefs on different aspects of children’s play.  Fisher et al. (2008) surveyed 1130 
mothers of children aged between zero and five years with an internet-based questionnaire to 
explore their perceptions of the nature of play and its value for learning.  The authors used a 
list of 26 activities that experts deemed to be play and asked mothers to rate them using 
Likert scales on the following three criteria: 1. the degree of playfulness of the activity, 2. the 
frequency of their child’s engagement in the activity, and 3. the degree of academic learning 
associated with the activity.  Principle component analysis revealed that mothers 
conceptualised the play activities in two categories: free/unstructured play and structured 
play.  The authors defined unstructured play as involving imaginative or creative processes, 
whereas structured play was goal-oriented and included life skills and electronic activities.   
Cluster analyses identified two categories of mothers according to variation in their 
conceptualisations of play.  These were labelled “all play” and “traditional” mothers (p. 305).  
“All play” mothers perceived structured and unstructured play as being highly playful, 
whereas “traditional” mothers rated unstructured play activities as more playful than 
structured activities. “All play” mothers perceived unstructured play as contributing to 
learning to a greater degree than “traditional” mothers and children of “all play” mothers 
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engaged in more structured and unstructured play than “traditional” mothers.  The study 
demonstrated that the frequency of children engaging in play varied with the mothers’ view 
about what activities constitute play.  Determining the playfulness of particular types of play 
activities is problematic, because playfulness depends on the approach of the person rather 
than the nature of the activity itself.  In asking mothers to rate common childhood activities 
according to their playfulness, the everyday context of the activities and how they were 
approached in specific circumstances was lost.  If children initiate their own game when 
helping with a chore (e.g., asking each other to pick out peg colours and being lifted up to 
hang up the washing and eagerly talk about whose turn is next), there is a significant 
difference in playfulness to an episode than when the child is asked to put their clothes in the 
wash basket and they complete the task grudgingly.  
A number of studies explored the factors parents consider when selecting play 
locations for their children that are away from their home.  Sallis et al. (1997) found that 
parents rated safety and the availability of toilets, drinking water, lighting and shade most 
highly.  Unfortunately, what parents meant by ‘safety’ was not explored.  That is, it was not 
clear whether ‘safety’ referred to the physical risks that the play spaces presented, social risks 
that could occur or a result of actions by other people at the location; or a combination of 
these and potentially other aspects of safety. 
In editorial comments in the journal in which this study was published, editor 
DeAngelis, noted “It’s nice to see that parents consider safety above all other factors in 
choosing play areas for their children.  It’s up to all of us to assure that safety” (1997, p. 414).  
The value of ensuring ‘safety’ for playing children is, however, a contentious one.  
Researchers that introduced materials with no fixed purpose into playgrounds were motivated 
by concern that too much emphasis is placed on physical risk resulting in a predicament they 
called “surplus safety”.  They suggested that playgrounds are less challenging today as a 
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result of the removal of physically risky play equipment in order to minimise the possibility 
of litigation for injuries (Bundy et al., 2009).  
In Australia, a qualitative study asked the question, “Where do children play and 
why?” (Veitch et al., 2006). The rationale for the study was evidence that children’s physical 
activity levels have been declining over generations, with the concomitant concern about 
increasing obesity and detrimental health effects such as diabetes amongst children.  
Interviews were conducted with 78 parents of primary school aged children in Melbourne.  
Parental concern about safety was the most frequently reported factor influencing where 
children play (94% parents).  Parents elaborated on what they meant by safety, and their 
comments exemplified the interactional nature of the contextual factors of play.  They 
discussed concerns about strangers, teenagers/gangs and road traffic between home and play 
areas.  Children who lived in cul-de-sacs and courts and had access to other children with 
whom to play, were more likely to play outside the home and yard than children who lived on 
through-roads or who did not have neighbouring children or siblings for potential playmates.  
The type of play equipment present influenced the use of parks, with the primary school 
children in the study placing a low preference on parks with equipment predominantly 
catering for preschool children.  In this study, parents of the younger children (6-8 years) 
reported that children's opportunity to play in public spaces was dependent on parents having 
the time and motivation to take them there, and this factor was reported as one of the most 
frequent barriers to park use for this age group.   
In a study of 261 adults’ motivations for taking children to six playgrounds in 
America and Denmark, respondents were approached at the target playgrounds and asked to 
complete a questionnaire asking them to rate their reasons for choosing that particular 
playground, their own activities while at the playground, as well as the frequency and 
duration of their average stay at the playground (Refshauge, Stigsdotter, & Cosco, 2012).  
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Key motivational factors identified for using the playgrounds were related to both the 
frequency and duration of playground visits, with social factors (ease of socialising with 
other adults) positively related to both frequency and duration, ease and proximity of location 
being related to frequency of visits and disliking the variety of equipment being negatively 
correlated with duration of playground visits.  
Although these studies illuminate aspects of the everyday contexts of children’s play 
and family life from the perspective of their parents, they only provide a limited picture of 
parents’ experiences of their children’s play.  They have not moved beyond studying 
perceptions and factors to addressing what children’s play means for parents and how this 
influences the decisions they make regarding their children’s play.  In order to understand 
parents’ perceptions and actions, it is important to consider the broader sociocultural context 
that shapes children and their parents, that is, the macrosystem.  
The Macrosystem: The Sociocultural Contexts for Play 
In Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (1977; 1979), the macrosystem, the broad 
sociocultural context within which people live their lives.  The values, rituals and routines of 
a culture give meaning and structure to the rhythms of daily life.  It is generally accepted that 
the sanctioning of children’s play is dependent on what the culture of the child deems to be 
play and how society values play (Rubin et al., 1983).  Göncü, Jain and Tuermer (2007) 
described play as a cultural activity and discussed how negative judgements have been made 
of low-income and non-Western children’s play as lacking imagination and requiring 
intervention when compared to the play of middle class, Western children. 
The interactional nature of sociocultural factors influencing has been extensively 
studied from an anthropological perspective.  Such studies address the cultural scripts about 
the value and meaning of play that are channelled through adults’ childrearing practices 
(Roopnarine & Krishnakumar, 2015).  For example, a study of parental beliefs about the 
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value of play between European-American, mainland Chinese and Chinese immigrants in the 
USA found that the Chinese immigrant parents had the least positive attitude towards play 
(Jiang & Han, 2016).  Although parent-child play is espoused as positive and necessary for 
children’s development in psychological studies, structured parent-child play is characteristic 
of technologically developed societies and not often observed in developing societies 
(Gaskins, Haight, & Lancy, 2007; Lancy, 2007; Roopnarine & Krishnakumar, 2015).  
However, a study of 127,000 families from 28 developing countries with children under the 
age of five found that over 60% of mothers reported playing with their children and taking 
their children outside the home in the previous three days (Bornstein & Putnick, 2012). 
A study that collated the observations of children by anthropologists across six 
different countries (USA, Japan, Philippines, Mexico, India and Kenya) in the 1950s found 
that the type and amount of play undertaken by children varied between cultural settings 
(Edwards, 2000; Whiting & Edwards, 1992).  From the data, the authors surmised that 
cultural norms and opportunities determined the way in which physical and social 
environments affected children’s play.  Other cultural influences noted in the six-cultures 
study included: whether adults encouraged work or play; whether children were motivated 
and had the freedom to explore adult roles through play; and what materials were available in 
the child’s environment for use in play.  Role play and creative/constructive play were 
exhibited by children across all the communities (Edwards, 2000).  The children who were 
observed to play least frequently were children from Nyansongo, Kenya.  They participated 
in work from an early age and their parents provided no materials or encouragement for play.  
However, these children still played, for example, boys aged four to eleven years who were 
herding cattle made a dam together as their cattle drank.   
In a more recent study by Bazyk et al. (2003) observed children who were playing 
with bubbles while washing clothes in a river in Mexico and also noted that while children of 
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different cultures may not be encouraged to play by adults, they incorporate play into their 
work.  In the combined observations analysed by Edwards and colleagues, the only group of 
children that had access to manufactured playthings were the children from the USA.  All the 
other children used found materials such as sticks, mud and bits of cloth, to make their own 
playthings, such as dolls and hockey sticks (Edwards, 2000).  Boyette (2016) studied the play 
of 50 children from forest-foraging, Aka communities and 48 children from subsistence 
farming, Ngandu communities in the central Congo.  Analysis of systematic observations 
revealed that both communities of children displayed work-themed pretend play. However, 
the Aga children, whose culture is characterised by non-violence and egalitarian social and 
political structures, displayed significantly less frequent rough-and-tumble play or 
competitive games than Ngandu children.  
Different cultural approaches to socialising children are evident in the ways that 
parents act when they are supervising their children’s play.  When boys aged nine and ten in 
Turkey checked with one of their mothers whether they had permission to play together with 
long metal sticks, Gol-Guven (2016) noted that the boys were aware of adults “stepping-in” 
to stop risky play (p. 125).  During their play, the boys were also concerned what the mother 
would do when she witnessed one of them being accidently hit in the hand.  In contrast, 
ethnographers observe that children from toddler age are permitted to play with knives in 
subsistence societies, in which the parenting style views children as self-initiated learners 
who learn to be competent and helpful through their use of tools (Lancy, 2016).  While these 
studies provide insights into the cultural influences of the macrosystem, they do so from 
observations and interpretations of the everyday contexts of play, that is, the microsystems.  
In addition to cultural differences across societies, there are macrosystem influences 
within societies.  A number of studies compare the play of children from different socio-
economic circumstances.  The play quality of 60 preschool children from diverse ethnic and 
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socio-economic backgrounds was assessed during their interaction with a range of toys by 
observing the frequency of eight behaviours (Trawick-Smith, Wolff, Koschel, & Vallarelli, 
2015).  These behaviours included thinking and learning, problem solving, curiosity and 
inquiry, sustained interest and collaborating with peers.  The play quality scores for toys were 
significantly lower for children of low socio-economic status (SES), compared to children of 
mid-low and middle SES.  However, several toys received higher play quality scores for 
different socio-economic groups, such as sand castles and train sets received their highest 
scores for children from a low SES background.  The authors concluded that the impact of 
toys varies with children’s cultural and socio-economic circumstances and is associated with 
different experiences and meanings ascribed to toys (Trawick-Smith et al., 2015).   
A study examining the relationship between the amount and duration of pretend play 
with cognitive skills of preschool children from different social classes found that middle 
class children engaged in more social pretend play for longer periods and had higher 
conservation and verbal substitution scores (Doyle, Ceschin, Tessier, & Doehring, 1991).  
However, there was no significant relationship between the amount and duration of pretend 
play with cognitive skills.  Doyle et al. (1991) concluded that differences between the amount 
and duration of the pretend play of children from different socio-economic backgrounds 
reflected motivational and language use differences rather than differences in cognitive skill. 
The majority of play studies have been conducted with middle class children in 
technologically advanced societies (Lancy, 2007) and the studies reviewed in the 
microsystem section of this chapter are indicative of this tendency.  It is important to interpret 
the findings of these studies with reference to the sociocultural context in which they are 
embedded.  Some of the culturally specific scripts of middle class Western society are that a 
culture of fear (Furedi, 2008) and risk aversion (Gill, 2007; Wyver et al., 2010b) are 
pervasive and contribute to decreased opportunities for children’s play.  
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Threats to Play: The Decline of Play? 
In the popular press and academic literature, there is increasing concern that children 
have less time and opportunity to play in Western society now than in previous generations 
(Bundy et al., 2008; Ginsburg et al., 2007; Rivkin, 1995; Sturgess, 2003).  A number of 
macrosystem and microsystem influences on children’s play, including the key role of 
parents, are purported to contribute to the perceived decline of children’s opportunities to 
play in well-resourced, Western societies.   
Evidence that children’s play opportunities are declining in Western societies. 
Claims regarding children’s dwindling playtime derive predominantly from time use 
studies and survey data.  A study of American children (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2000) found 
that the amount of time children aged three to five years spent playing declined by 33% 
between 1981 and 1997, from 25 hours per week to 17 hours per week.  Television viewing 
also decreased in this time frame from 15.14 hours per week to 13.52 hours.  Conversely, an 
increase in the amount of time spent in structured activities such as organised sports (1.5 
hours to 4 hours) and art lessons (20 minutes to 1.25 hours) was observed in the three to five 
year age group.  The amount of time per week spent in day care for three to five year olds 
increased from 10 minutes to 7.5 hours between 1981 and 1997 (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2000).  
It is important to note that the amount of time spent playing in day care was not recorded, so 
the reported decrease in playtime may be overestimated.   
Time diary data collected in the Longitudinal study of Australian Children (Mullan & 
Edwards, 2014) provide some insights into more recent and local patterns, however direct 
comparisons with the study by Hofferth and Sandberg are difficult as this study categorised 
behaviour differently, and published time estimates are per day rather than per week.  In 
2004, four to five year old Australian children (N=2586) were found to spend an average of 
106.3 minutes per non-school / care day doing leisure activities including art activities, 
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puzzles, games and play.  They spent a further 50.5 minutes in enrichment activities such as 
sport, 75.5 minutes in physical activity excluding sport and 11.4 minutes in informal lessons 
such as being taught household work or reading.  The largest discretionary time activity 
reported for the four to five year olds was watching television, which accounted for an 
average of 147.9 minutes per non-school / care day (Mullan & Edwards, 2014).  
Researchers conducting time use studies suggest that children’s time use reflects the 
value their parents place on the activities in which the children engage (Hofferth & Sandberg, 
2000; Larson & Verma, 1999) and may be indicative of children’s well-being and 
development (Larson, 2001).  However, Larson also acknowledges that there is little 
empirical evidence to support the assumption that spending more time in unstructured 
activities such as free play is beneficial for children’s development (2001).  There are also a 
number of limitations to time use studies.  Due to differences in the ways time use is 
categorised, and activities are defined, comparisons between studies are challenging and 
many studies only record time spent in primary activities.  This is problematic for measuring 
a construct such as play, as play can often occur as a secondary activity, for example, when 
children play while engaged in personal care tasks such as bathing or when engaged in 
unstructured physical activity.  
In addition to time use studies, surveys or interviews with parents have compared 
recollections of the timing, frequency and locations of their own play as children, in the past, 
with the present play of their children (e.g., Clements, 2004; Planet Ark, 2011; Tandy, 1999; 
Valentine & McKendrick, 1997).  It is important to note that most of the surveys of changes 
in opportunities for play relate specifically to outdoor play rather than play in general, which 
reflects the current focus on active, outdoor play.  An American study found that 70% of 800 
mothers reported playing outside everyday when they were children, compared with 31% 
reporting that their own children play outside everyday (Clements, 2004).  Planet Ark 
	 55	
commissioned a similar survey to explore the generational changes to outdoor play in an 
Australian context (2013).  The Planet Ark survey yielded very similar results to Clements’ 
study, with 73% of 246 Australian parents reporting that they played outside everyday as 
children, compared with 35% of them reporting that their own children play outside everyday 
(Planet Ark, 2013). 
In order to explore how children spend their time, and whether free play is declining, 
interviews with 2400 mothers of children aged between one and twelve were conducted in 16 
countries from North America, Africa, South America, Europe and Asia (Singer, Singer, 
D'Agostino, & DeLong, 2008).  Mothers agreed that “a lack of free-play and experiential 
learning opportunities were eroding childhood” and that children’s major free-time leisure 
activity was watching television (Singer et al., 2008, p. 283).  In this study, 72% of mothers 
reported that children watched television often, compared with 58% of mothers reporting that 
children played outside often.  No indication was given of how ‘often’ was defined in this 
study, limiting comparisons with other research.  It is also important to note that this study 
was funded by Unilever, the parent company of a laundry detergent brand, which had a 
campaign titled “OMO says dirt is good” (Unilever, 2012, October 10).  It could be surmised 
that there was a vested interest for this study to report a decline in outdoor play, so as to 
encourage efforts to increase such play and the possibility of increasing washing demands of 
children’s dirty clothes.   
Research to date confirms that there is a perception among parents that children’s 
opportunities for free play have declined.  Qualitative studies do not show a conclusive 
decline in free play, yet they concur that the nature of play is changing, with shifts observed 
in time committed to different types of activities, including free, active outdoor play.  
 
 
	 56	
Reasons behind children’s declining play opportunities. 
The literature that raises concern about loss of time and opportunity for free, active 
outdoor play, also offers many suggestions for the reasons behind the loss (e.g., Gill, 2007; 
Ginsburg et al., 2007; Rivkin, 2015).  Most of the suggestions relate to contextual factors, 
specifically aspects of the physical, social, spatial, temporal or cultural environment.  These 
factors may reflect two related phenomena: the loss of spaces for children’s play and the loss 
of access to existing play spaces (Rivkin, 2015).  There has been little suggestion that 
children have lost their motivation to play, although some studies have reported individual 
factors, such as children showing a preference for indoor play rather than outdoor play 
(Veitch et al., 2006).  Some factors proposed as contributing to reduced free, outdoor play 
opportunities for children include: 
• Increase in electronic media use (e.g., computer use and television viewing) 
(Clements, 2004; Frost, 2012; Tandy, 1999); 
• Parental concern regarding crime and safety (Clements, 2004; Tandy, 1999); 
• Increase in cars and roads as physical dangers and obstructions (Rivkin, 2015; Tandy, 
1999); but also the increase in car use as a means of leaving local neighbourhoods to 
engage in other activities (Rivkin, 2015); 
• Increase in density of population (Rivkin, 2015; Tandy, 1999); 
• Mothers’ increased participation in the workforce (Ginsburg et al., 2007); 
• More single parent families (Ginsburg et al., 2007); 
• Parents’ work schedules and school schedules are not conducive to outdoor play 
(Ginsburg et al., 2007); 
• Overcrowded curriculums resulting in less recess time at school (Bundy et al., 2009; 
Golinkoff, Hirsh-Pasek, & Singer, 2006); 
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• Pressure on parents to be ‘good parents’ and engage their children in enrichment 
activities (Ginsburg et al., 2007); 
• Parents’ inclination to lay blame on others if their child is injured, resulting in schools 
and local governments minimising environments that create physical risk (Bundy et 
al., 2009); 
• Teachers and local governments minimising play opportunities out of fear of the legal 
consequences of injury (Bundy et al., 2009); 
• Cultural expectation to ‘be a good parent’ by limiting children’s freedom to walk 
independently in the local community or play on the street (Tranter & Pawson, 2001). 
Many of the factors reported in the literature as limiting children’s opportunities for 
play make reference to parents and some implicitly criticise parents for the decisions they 
make with regard to their preschool children’s activities.  Four themes pervade these factors:  
• parents are limiting children’s outdoor play due to safety concerns; 
• parents are allowing passive television watching and screen play to predominate their 
children’s discretionary time; 
• parents have insufficient time for children’s free play due to work commitments; and  
• parents are choosing enrichment activities in preference to free outdoor play for their 
children.   
Mothers’ responses in the American survey study by Clements (2004) supported the 
premise that all four factors are associated with limited opportunities to play outside.  Of the 
800 mothers surveyed, 85% identified television viewing and playing computer games as the 
primary reason for preventing their child’s outdoor play.  Crime and safety concerns (82%), 
parents having inadequate time to be outdoors with their children (77%), and a lack of adult 
supervision and a fear of physical harm to their child (61%) were also listed by mothers as 
reasons why their children spent less time playing outdoors (Clements, 2004).   
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The findings from Clements’ study were echoed in an intergenerational study of the 
geographical play locations of 165 parents and 421 children aged 5 to 12 living in Newcastle, 
Australia in 1995 (Tandy, 1999).  In a qualitative component of the study, parents were 
interviewed regarding how they had used their neighbourhoods for play as children, as well 
as how their own children use their neighbourhoods for play.  The parents’ comments centred 
on the theme that children of previous generations were granted more freedom to explore and 
play independently in their neighbourhood, whereas children of today are supervised to 
ensure their safety (Tandy, 1999).  It is important to note that the Clements and Tandy studies 
relied on parents’ recollections of their childhood for comparison with their own children and 
there may be inaccuracies in their reports.  The authors emphasise that no causal inferences 
should be made from the results, as the studies are largely cross-sectional in nature.   
In contrast to the Tandy and Clements studies, a study of 8950 parents of preschool 
children in the USA found that amount of television viewing and parents’ perceptions of 
neighbourhood safety were not significantly associated with frequency of outdoor play 
supervised by parents (Tandon et al., 2012).  However, this study found that a child was more 
likely to play outside daily if they were male, had regular playmates, the mother did not work 
full-time and the mother herself exercised four or more days per week (Tandon et al., 2012). 
Overprotective parents. 
The overprotectiveness of parents is suggested as a reason for children spending more 
time indoors rather than in active, outdoor free play.  Academic papers (e.g., Malone, 2007) 
and articles in the popular media (e.g., Jackman, 2009) use terms such as the ‘bubble-wrap 
generation’ to raise concerns that children are not permitted by parents to take risks in their 
play (Wyver et al., 2010a).  Rubin, Burgess and Hastings (2002, p. 485) define overprotective 
parenting as “characterized by displays of warmth, intrusiveness, and restrictiveness in 
situations that do not warrant it”.  It is also associated with high levels of supervision and 
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vigilance with parents discouraging children’s independent behaviour, so that they are more 
restrictive and controlling compared to other parents (Thomasgard & Metz, 1993).   
A number of authors have suggested that parental overprotectiveness is a 
manifestation of wider societal and cultural changes: culture of fear (Furedi, 2008), risk 
aversion (Gill, 2007), and surplus safety (Bundy et al., 2009) – all referring to the notion that 
Western parents employ extreme efforts to promote safety and avoid risk due to concerns 
regarding their children’s safety. 
The literature that focuses on the association between parental overprotection and 
children’s play predominantly concentrates on middle childhood (5-12 years) when children 
begin to develop independence and autonomy from their parents (Gill, 2007; Mullan & 
Edwards, 2014).  A relative measure of overprotective parenting was determined by 
identifying the top quintile of the distribution of parents’ 5-point Likert rating of three 
questions associated with overprotective behaviours, that is protecting children from 
challenges, putting children’s needs and wants first and leaving the children with other 
people.  Using time use data of 10 to 11 year olds from the Longitudinal Study of Australian 
children, Mullan and Edwards (2014) examined the relationships between children’s time use 
and parental overprotectiveness as well as parental perceptions of safety and neighbourhood 
features.  The specific aspects of time use they studied were children’s unsupervised travel to 
and from school, unsupervised indoor and outdoor time, supervised time outdoors and 
physical activity outdoors.   
Parental overprotectiveness was not significantly related to the outcomes of time 
spent outdoors.  The authors acknowledged that their measure of overprotectiveness may not 
have been sensitive enough to detect variations.  There were some group differences, with 
children from lower socio-economic families spending more time unsupervised outdoors than 
higher socio-economic families, and girls spent significantly less time outdoors and less time 
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in physical activity than boys (Mullan & Edwards, 2014).  In contrast to measures of parental 
overprotection, parental perceptions of neighbourhood safety were significantly related to the 
amount of time children spent both supervised and unsupervised outdoors and the amount of 
time children spent being physically active.  When parents did not perceive their 
neighbourhood to be safe, children spent 21 minutes less time playing outside daily and 
significantly more time unsupervised indoors (Mullan & Edwards, 2014).  This finding 
supports the assertion that parental safety concerns can limit children’s outdoor play and 
consequently increase discretionary time within the home, however relationships between 
parental overprotectiveness and children’s playtime are inconclusive.  
Increased screen time. 
Concerns about limited opportunities for children’s outside, physical play due to 
children’s screen time (television/video/ DVD viewing, computer and electronic game use) 
are evident in Australian society as well as the academic literature.  In a recent survey, 1993 
Australian adults were asked to rate 26 child and adolescent health issues according to how 
much of a problem they considered the issue to be for Australian children. The top childhood 
issues identified by respondents as “big problems” were excessive screen time (58%), obesity 
(55%), not enough physical activity (54%) and unhealthy diet (54%) (Rhodes, 2015).  In 
another study, 85% of mothers interviewed indicated that the predominant reason for their 
child not playing outside was because of the child’s television viewing (Clements, 2004).  In 
contrast to these studies based on parent report, a review of seven studies exploring the 
correlates of children’s levels of physical activity with amount of time spent viewing 
television were not conclusive, as three studies showed negative correlations and four studies 
found no association between these two factors (Hinkley et al., 2008).  While research does 
not link time spent in physically active play with television viewing, little is known about the 
extent to which television viewing might be replacing other types of play.  
	 61	
Increased enrichment activities. 
In a presentation to early childhood professionals, developmental psychologist Cathy 
Hirsh-Pasek reported that the writer of The Hurried Child (1981), David Elkind, told her that 
he did not understand why parents rushed kids around from activity to activity rather than just 
allowing them to play (30 May, 2009).  This concern was evident in the American Academy 
of Pediatrics’ clinical report about play (Ginsburg et al., 2007), in which seven of the nine 
key factors listed as contributing to the decline of free play referred to how structured 
enrichment activities such as sports and music classes were preferentially supported over free 
play by families and schools.  The title wording of Rosenfeld and Wise’s popular book The 
Over-scheduled Child: Avoiding the Hyper-parenting Trap (2000), makes the assumption 
that parents take children to too many activities. 
In Clements’ study of the changes in children’s play over generations, the only 
outdoor activity that parents reported participating in as children less regularly than their own 
children was the enrichment activity of organised sport led by adults, with the authors citing 
these results as supporting the assertion that more enrichment activities are replacing 
children’s free play activities outdoors (2004).  However, few studies specifically examine 
preschool children’s participation in enrichment activities.  One such study found that 
preschool children of 57 middle class families in London participated in a number of 
enrichment activities, such as music, dance, gym, French, drama and sport, with music being 
the most attended by families (Vincent & Ball, 2007).  The authors discussed the influence of 
consumer culture as well as how the middle class parents used these activities to reproduce or 
transmit middle class status to their children, referring to this process as ‘making up the 
middle class’ (Vincent & Ball, 2007).  
Lareau’s ethnographic study of middle class, working class and poor families with 10 
year old children in the USA, explored in depth in her book Unequal Childhoods (2011).  
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Lareau (2002, 2011) used the term “concerted cultivation” (p. 747) to describe middle class 
parents’ attempts to support children’s skills through enrichment leisure activities and 
extensive reasoning.  She proposed that this was a means of middle class parents transmitting 
class advantage to their children.  Lareau compared concerted cultivation with the parenting 
style of “the accomplishment of natural growth” (p. 747) in which poor and working class 
parents provided the opportunities for children to grow but left the direction of children’s 
leisure activities to children through free play (2002).  Although these sociological studies 
examined how middle class parents transmit social class by their choice of enrichment 
activities for their children, no study has examined empirically the degree to which 
participation in enrichment activities are reducing other opportunities for play.  
Other factors suggested as causes of decreased playtime have not been supported 
empirically.  For example, mothers’ participation in employment was found to have no 
relationship with decreased playtime or increased scheduled activities between 1981 and 
1997 as the same time patterns were observed in children of non-working and working 
mothers (Clements, 2004; Hofferth & Sandberg, 2000). 
The studies discussed above produce an inconclusive picture and it remains unclear 
whether conflicting findings were due to different methods of operationalising variables and 
measuring outcomes, or due to mediating variables that have not yet been identified.  The 
factors discussed as possible reasons for children’s reduced opportunities to play are 
contextual in nature and many implicate parents as the decision makers for preschool 
children’s time.  However, they mostly allude to generalised patterns of change for children’s 
play, rather than addressing how contextual factors influence specific episodes of play.  For 
example, an increase in television use is suggested as a factor contributing to the decrease of 
playtime, but details of the everyday circumstances that lead to television being viewed rather 
than children going outside to play are not discussed in the literature (Tandy, 1999).  The 
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proposal has been made that children of today are granted less freedom to play and are 
supervised more closely due to safety concerns, but the detail of those concerns and how they 
influence the decision making of parents caring for the children is rarely discussed.   
Insight into some factors that may determine free play opportunities outside of the 
home environment have been gained from a study conducted in Australian schools.  When 
materials of no fixed purpose (such as planks and hay bales) were introduced to a school 
playground, teachers reported being extra-vigilant and concerned about the possibility of 
increased injuries, and removed the wooden planks out of concern that the planks could be 
used as weapons by the children (Bundy et al., 2009).  These findings support the proposal 
that children may be given less opportunity for risky, physical play when supervised in non-
home settings, out of fear of litigation.  The teachers’ behaviour is a specific example of how 
carers influence the play possibilities of children and provides an insight to the everyday 
occurrences of play.  Further investigation of such specific manifestations of contextual 
factors will broaden our understanding of how play opportunities are created or diminished.   
Rationale for this Research Project 
In this chapter I outlined the broader context within which children’s play occurs.  At 
a broad level, I used Bronfenbrenner’s social ecology model as a framework for 
understanding the layers of context within which a phenomenon such as children’s play can 
be understood.  I also reviewed literature on children’s play that demonstrates the importance 
of the everyday life context and how children’s opportunities for play are threatened.  As 
ecological approaches highlight the importance of context, an ecological model from the field 
of occupational therapy shaped the way I conceptualised this research. 
The Person-Environment-Occupation (PEO) model (Law et al., 1996) is an ecological 
model of action that acknowledges the interdependence of individuals and their environments 
and was developed to provide occupational therapists with a framework to explore the 
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transactional relationships between a person, their occupations and the environments in 
which they live.  According to the model, occupational performance is dependent on the “fit” 
between the person, the environment (including historical and cultural context) and the task 
or occupation; that is, the congruence between these three elements.  The unit of analysis for 
the PEO model is an event, experienced as a dynamic transaction between the person and 
what they do within their environment or situation (Law et al., 1996; Rapport, 2005).  The 
three elements - person, environment and occupation - are not considered separate from each 
other, nor are they considered to have a direct cause and effect relationship.  Instead, a 
dynamic interaction of the elements makes up the unity of the event.  Thus, when using the 
PEO model to approach the topic of play, in order to understand the play ‘event’, the focus 
would to be on the relationship between the individual(s) playing and the contextual elements 
pertaining to that event.  Using this approach, preschool children’s play can be understood as 
richly contextualised.   
Play is an important part of everyday life for preschool children and mothers have a 
crucial role in creating the context in which children play.  I have focused my study on 
mothers’ experiences of their children’s play in everyday life, as their experiences will 
influence how they act in these circumstances.  By exploring the everyday experiences of 
mothers, I preserve the holistic approach of the PEO model in this research, rather than 
attending to discrete individual and environmental variables that influence play.  The dualism 
implied by the notion of ‘individual’ and ‘environmental’ factors has led to studies that ask 
parents to rate factors that influence their decisions associated with children’s play.  While I 
raised and addressed some of these factors in this study, I explored them within the context of 
experiences rather than removed from lived experience.   
While specific issues that concern parents have been identified, the ways in which 
these concerns contribute to parents’ everyday decisions with regard to their children’s play 
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opportunities has not been explored in depth.  Evidence to support the concerns raised in 
academic and mainstream literature that children’s opportunities for play are being restricted 
by parents have been limited to surveys asking parents to compare their own play 
opportunities with their children’s and the factors that they perceive as influencing their 
decisions.  While the role of parents in influencing children’s play is recognised in these 
studies, exploration of parents’ own perceptions of children’s play and its context and how 
these perceptions influence their actions shaping the context of children’s play has been 
limited to parents’ choices in taking children to outdoor play spaces.   
The aim of this study was to explore mothers’ descriptions, explanations and 
interpretations of their children’s play within the context of everyday life.  By focusing on 
important decision makers of young children’s play, the mothers, and their experiences of 
play rather than the phenomenon of play itself, I aimed to broaden the understanding of the 
context of children’s play.   
Specifically, I addressed the following research questions in this research project: 
1. How do mothers describe, experience and participate in their preschool 
children’s play? 
2. What influences mothers’ actions to create or limit opportunities for their 
preschool children’s play? 
In the following chapter, I explain in detail the design of the methodology I chose to 
address these questions in this study.  
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Chapter 4 
Methodology and Methods 
In this project, I used a constructivist grounded theory approach to inductively build a 
theory from data (Charmaz, 2006), reflecting the importance of the inherent qualitative 
subjectivities and interpretation of both the study participants and myself as the researcher in 
the creation of meaning regarding children’s play.  This chapter describes and outlines the 
rationale for the research design as well as the methodological process I undertook in the 
project.   
Theoretical Rationale for the Research Design 
When quantitative methods are employed with regard to parents’ perceptions or 
experiences of children’s play, the meaning and context of the play episodes are typically 
lost.  The context, experience and meaning of play for mothers were focal points of this 
study, and hence a qualitative approach was indicated.   
The overall research design I used in this study was constructivist grounded theory.  
Since Glaser and Strauss wrote The Discovery of Grounded Theory in 1967, many 
interpretations of grounded theory have been proposed, so it is important to establish why I 
adopted a constructivist grounded theory approach for this study.  Glaser and Strauss’ book 
sparked a resurgence of qualitative research methods in sociology at a time when quantitative 
methods dominated the field.  Later, Glaser and Strauss took grounded theory in divergent 
directions.  Glaser emphasised grounded theory as a method of discovery (1978), while 
Strauss described specific technical procedures that could be used to verify the theory 
generated (1987).   
The approach I undertook for this study is based on Charmaz’s constructivist 
grounded theory (2014).  Unlike other grounded theory approaches such as Glaser’s approach 
that have positivist underpinnings and assume an objective, external reality that is discovered 
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by a neutral observer, a constructivist grounded theory approach acknowledges that 
knowledge is constructed by the viewer and analysis is an interactive process embedded 
within a temporal and cultural context (Charmaz, 2003).  A constructivist perspective 
assumes that people make their own realities and asks how they construct their experiences 
(Charmaz, 2006).  The values, actions and perspective of the observers are acknowledged as 
affecting the theory developed in a constructivist grounded theory.  I outlined the significance 
of my own experiences as a mother of young children and an occupational therapist in 
Chapter 1.  
Constructivist grounded theory frames the understanding generated from participant 
descriptions by exploring the relationships between the emerging concepts.  The aim of a 
constructivist grounded theory is to generate theory and “define conditional statements that 
interpret how subjects construct their realities” (Charmaz, 2003, p. 273).  In constructivist 
grounded theory, these statements of relationships do not suggest generalisable truth or have 
predictive power like objectivist grounded theory, but form an interpretive frame that offers 
explanations and understanding that can be useful for people in the field of study (Charmaz, 
2003).  
In this study, I assumed that preschool children’s play is highly contextualised and 
therefore must be understood within the context of the daily lives of the children.  The 
specific contextual frame that I focused on was how mothers construct the meaning of their 
actions towards their children’s play.  The study aimed to explore how mothers describe and 
experience their preschool children’s play and understand what influences their actions to 
facilitate or restrict their preschool children’s opportunities for play.  The theoretical 
orientation underpinning constructivist grounded theory is consistent with the assumptions 
and aims of this research project.   
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An important foundation of constructivist grounded theory is symbolic interactionism, 
a theoretical perspective that assumes people’s actions are explained by how they make sense 
of their experiences through a common set of symbols (Blumer, 1969).  In symbolic 
interactionism, meaning is constructed through the reciprocal processes of interpretation and 
action (Charmaz, 2014).  That is, people use language and communication through shared 
interactions to understand and find meaning in what they do.  By studying social processes, 
the foundation of symbolic interactionism is evident in constructivist grounded theory studies 
that explore how people’s views of a situation affect what the situation means to them and the 
actions they take (Charmaz, 2014).  To use the aims of this research project as an example, 
by exploring how mothers experience children’s play, families and professionals may 
become more aware of this important perspective regarding children’s play and the social 
processes underpinning how mothers construct their actions that influence children’s play.  
Such understanding could provide insights for parents and health professionals regarding how 
they can act responsibly and responsively in relation to children and families in general.   
Constructivist grounded theory methods consist of systematic, yet flexible guidelines 
that offer a set of general principles and practical techniques rather than strict rules (Charmaz, 
2006).  The process of theory development in constructivist grounded theory starts with the 
data and formulates theory inductively, so that the theory is grounded in the data (Charmaz, 
2006).  This method of theory generation differs from theory generated by logical deduction 
from a priori assumptions, in which a study starts with a theory and works back to find the 
data to test and verify a hypothesis relating to that theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 
Research Protocol 
In this constructivist grounded theory project, I incorporated the three key design 
strategies of qualitative studies; namely, naturalistic enquiry, purposeful sampling and 
emergent design flexibility (Patton, 2002).  Qualitative researchers embrace a topic in its 
	 69	
natural setting, making sense of it through the meanings and interpretations of the people 
experiencing the phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003).  In purposeful sampling, 
participants are purposefully chosen because they are information rich, that is, they have 
particular characteristics that mean they have an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon 
of interest (Patton, 2002).  Consequently, much can be learnt from their contribution to the 
research.  Qualitative research has emergent design flexibility, in which aspects of the study 
can be adapted in response to how the study progresses (Patton, 2002).  Emergent design 
flexibility is embedded in the constructivist grounded theory method of constant comparison, 
whereby data analysis informs subsequent stages of data collection.  
The strategies used in constructivist grounded theory also include: (a) concurrent 
collection and analysis of data, (b) multiple phases of coding data, (c) memo-writing, (d) 
theoretical sampling, and (e) developing the theory (Charmaz, 2003).  Prior to conducting the 
study, I obtained ethical approval from the Behavioural and Social Science Ethical Review 
Committee at The University of Queensland, Australia. 
Participants and Recruitment  
In the initial phase of the study I used homogeneous purposeful sampling to select 
participants (Patton, 2002).  The purposeful sample included mothers who spoke English 
fluently, had a child between three and five years and had attended a playgroup.  Because any 
mother of a child aged three to five years could have informed this study, I chose a 
homogenous group that was likely to be information rich on the topic of play to ensure that 
theoretical saturation could be reached.  The rationale for choosing playgroup mothers was 
that playgroups provide a mix of adult-led structured activities (e.g., music time and morning 
tea) and free playtime.  As such, playgroup mothers were a homogeneous group, in that they 
all chose to engage in a setting that provides opportunities for structured and free play.  I 
targeted Playgroup Queensland affiliated playgroups in Brisbane suburbs within a 20km 
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radius from The University of Queensland, St Lucia campus.  The participants were mothers 
aged between 29 and 43 years of age and all had university degree level of education and a 
household income of over $70000, placing them in the middle or affluent classes.  My 
rationale for choosing these mothers was to explore assumptions in Ginsburg et al.’s position 
paper (2007) about how well-resourced parents may be limiting children’s opportunities for 
play.  
There were two phases of participant recruitment in the study, with six mothers 
recruited in the initial phase and four more mothers in the second, theoretical sampling phase.  
For the initial data collection, I interviewed a sample of three mothers with a preschool child 
who had attended a playgroup, followed by a further three mothers of preschool children who 
attended Playgroup Queensland affiliated playgroups in Brisbane.  The rationale for selecting 
the final four mothers is discussed in the theoretical sampling section later in this chapter.  I 
supplied a consent form and introductory letter to Playgroup Queensland for distribution to 
coordinators of Playgroups within a 20km radius of The University of Queensland.  
Playgroup coordinators provided these documents (via hard copy/ email/ post) to families 
attending their Playgroups with at least one child aged between three and five years who had 
not commenced formal schooling.  The letter invited parents to participate in the study and 
gave my contact details as the principal investigator so that I could address any questions or 
concerns regarding the study.  The letter and consent form advised prospective participants 
that the study involved three interviews over a six to 12 week period.  Willing participants 
were asked to contact me to arrange a mutually convenient time and place for the initial 
interview. 
I emphasised the voluntary nature of participation and freedom to withdraw from the 
study at any stage in the consent form and introductory letter, as well as verbally at each stage 
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of the study.  The pseudonyms used and key information for participants are presented in 
Table 4.1.  
Table 4.1.  
Participant Pseudonyms and Details 
Name of 
mother 
Child Age of 
child 
(age in 
months) 
Other 
children 
(age in 
years) 
Father Mother’s present 
employment or 
education (if not 
employed) 
Morgan 
 
Kurt 35 Nil Kyle Full time work 
Information technology 
Naomi 
 
Noah 59 Hannah (6) Stephen Part-time work 
Health professional 
Deborah Billy 51 Holly (6) Robert Part-time work 
Health professional 
Cate Peter 36 Gordon (6) Edward Full time parenting 
Degree in education 
Melinda Cameron 49 Carrie (1) Paul Full time parenting 
Media studies 
Kylie Poppy 43 Nerida (1) Julian Full time parenting 
Degree in education 
Georgia Chelsea 63  Courtney (8) Brendan Part-time work 
Health professional 
Benita 
 
Marcus  
Fiona  
34 
55 
Nil Single parent Full time parenting 
Degree in education 
Frances Millie 58 Matthew (2) 
Nathan 
(4months) 
Steve  Maternity leave from 
full-time work 
Human resources 
Leigh Jasmine 58 Stuart (10) 
Mike (8) 
Mark Part-time work 
Health professional 
 
Data collection.   
A variety of data collection methods may be employed for a constructivist grounded 
theory study, however interviews often constitute the data collected for such studies 
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(Charmaz, 2003).  In-depth interviewing is commonly used in constructivist grounded theory 
because it is open-ended and flexible and provides an opportunity to explore an aspect of life 
being experienced by the interviewee in context and in detail (Charmaz, 2006).  In this study, 
I combined semi-structured interviews with photo elicitation, which uses images to evoke 
past events in more depth with participants (Harper, 2002).  The literature about parent-child 
play, parents’ experiences of children’s play and the context of children’s play influenced the 
topics I chose to cover in the interviews.  I asked mothers to choose recent photographs or 
collect artefacts (such as a toy or block construction) related to specific play episodes in order 
to facilitate memory and discussion.  Asking mothers to share their photographs of their 
children’s play was a way of explicitly communicating the intention of the project to explore 
children’s play from mothers’ unique perspectives.  I conducted three interviews with the 
first six mothers in their home, often with children present, and each interview took 
approximately 60 minutes.  
Initial interview.   
The first interview with mothers was informal and aimed to build rapport, as well as 
explain the purpose of the study.  Mothers completed and signed the consent form and a 
written questionnaire covering demographic information such as age, level of education, type 
of work and work hours for themselves and their child’s father; household income, household 
composition (including number and age of children aged three to five years, siblings and any 
other household members).  Other questions included the amount of childcare, the nature of 
any professional input regarding their child’s development and details of their child’s regular 
activities such as preschool, day care and scheduled classes.   
I asked general questions on topics about their child, such as what activities their child 
enjoyed and what activities, including play activities they shared with their child, as well as 
the indoor and outdoor home play spaces.  This initial interview often took place with 
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children present, providing me an opportunity to meet the child whose play was discussed in 
this and subsequent interviews, and to make informal observations of the parent-child 
interactions and dynamics (relevant to the topic of play) at the time of the interview.  The 
interview was audio-recorded digitally and I recorded my impressions as detailed field notes 
immediately after completion of the interview. 
Following the end of the first interview, we arranged a mutually convenient time and 
location for the second interview.  I asked the mother to prepare for the second interview by 
choosing instances in which their child played, and to think about the “who, what, when, 
where and how” of the play episode.  Mothers were invited to share photos or artefacts of 
these play episodes. 
Second and third interviews.  
The second and third interviews were semi-structured.  They took place with or 
without children present and all were audio-recorded digitally.  I took brief field notes on 
each occasion and wrote them up in full immediately after the interview.  Topics covered in 
the interview included children’s play episodes within the home as well as how and why 
mothers took children to other play locations such as excursions and preschool or day care.  
Discussion focused on what happened in the chosen play episodes: when, how, where and 
with whom; as well as the mothers’ experiences of the play and its consequences.  That is, I 
explored with mothers the context surrounding their children’s play, circumstances in which 
they played with their children, as well as the other ways in which they facilitated or 
restricted their children’s play, such as when they stopped the play.  Photo elicitation was a 
useful tool for exploring the mothers’ experiences of play and the meaning they ascribed to it, 
by asking “what did you see in this situation” and  “what was happening for you when you 
took this picture”.  Each mother had the freedom to choose whether to show or provide the 
images to me on their computer or on my laptop computer at the time of the interview.   
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Privacy.  
For de-identification purposes, I ascribed a specific code to each family’s file and 
used pseudonyms in all documents arising from the study.  Only my PhD advisors and I had 
access to any hard-copy files, which were kept in locked filing cabinets at my home and as 
password protected electronic data files.  All mothers gave consent for me to use their audio 
files (digital interview recordings) and digital photographs in presentations to professional 
audiences or in publications, and these files remain stored in de-identified format on a 
password-protected computer. 
Data Analysis and Initial Theory Construction 
The digitally recorded audio files from the interviews were transcribed verbatim.  
Transcripts and field notes from the interviews, as well as photographs taken by mothers, 
constitute the data collected for analysis in this project.  The mothers’ experiential 
descriptions or anecdotes, as well as the observations recorded in the field notes and made 
from the photographs are the units of data that formed the basis of coding and theory 
development. 
I conducted member checking by providing a summary of the transcription and field 
notes to mothers after each interview, with an invitation for further comment and correction 
of any perceived misinterpretations of the interview content.  For grounded theory studies, 
analysis begins concurrently with data collection (Charmaz, 2006).  Rather than following a 
linear process beginning with data collection and ending with a written analysis, I began to 
make analytic sense of the participants’ experiences while collecting data.   
Initial coding.   
Coding is the first step that begins to link collected data to the development of an 
emerging grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006).  Charmaz recommended beginning with initial 
coding, which defines the actions and events that occur within each segment of data (2003).   
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At the beginning of the coding process, sensitising concepts influence what the 
researcher pays attention to in the data.  Sensitising concepts are the background theories and 
ideas from disciplines and personal perspectives that have informed the development of the 
research problem (Charmaz, 2003).  They provide the starting point for building an analytic 
framework from the data.  An example of a sensitising concept I used for this project is the 
Person-Environment-Occupation (PEO) Model (Law et al., 1996).  The PEO model proposes 
that occupational performance is a product of the ‘fit’ between a person, their occupation and 
the context in which they live during any particular event (in this case, play events).  
Rather than attempt to fit data segments to preconceived categories, theories or 
beliefs, Charmaz suggests that words reflecting action should be used for initial codes (2003).  
For example, using the gerund (-ing verb) ‘deciding’ suggests action and sequence, whereas 
the noun ‘decision’ suggests a topic.  By using words that reflect action, initial codes describe 
what people are doing and what is happening in the setting.  In this way, initial coding 
preserves the experiences of the respondents, keeps the analysis close to the collected data 
and avoids conceptual leaps and a tendency to adopt pre-existing theories.  It is a process that 
leads to thinking about the material in new ways, by questioning the meanings made of the 
data and refining any taken-for-granted assumptions.  Initial codes are provisional in that the 
researcher remains open to other possible codes and interpretations that may fit the data 
better (Charmaz, 2006).  Gaps identified and questions generated from the data give a focus 
to subsequent data collection (Charmaz, 2003).  
I conducted initial coding of the first three participants’ transcripts by comparing 
incident with incident, in which I contrasted the properties of the incident, such as the 
actions, context and mothers’ perceptions of a play episode.  To ensure that my interpretation 
of the data was not just an idiosyncratic form of my own perspective, one of my PhD 
advisors independently reviewed three transcripts and formulated her own interpretation of 
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the emerging themes from the data.  An honours student and second advisor also coded a 
further nine transcripts.  This formed the basis of collaborative discussion, in addition to peer 
review of the analysis by my advisors.  
Initial coding of transcripts revealed three groups of generated codes.  One group of 
codes pointed to the context of play and the play itself, that is, preserving the events and 
actions of play episodes as remembered and discussed by the mother.  The second set of 
codes was central to analysing the viewpoint that the mother was sharing – how she 
accounted for, explained, reflected on and reasoned out her thoughts, feelings and actions. 
The third group of codes pertained to mothers’ descriptions of the different ways they were 
involved with their child’s play.  In discussion with my advisors who had also coded the 
transcripts, we recognised that the three groups of codes were not separate, but linked to each 
other, suggesting that there may be an iterative process in which mothers’ reflections about 
aspects of their children’s play related to how they involve themselves with their child’s play 
(see Figure 4.1).  The mothers seemed to be describing a process of the different ways they 
came to be involved with children’s play.  Thus, the initial analysis was beginning to describe 
a social process, which is a major aim in a grounded theory approach. 
Constant comparison and memo-writing.  
Constant comparison is a key strategy of grounded theory analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967).  Consistent with recommendations from Charmaz (2003), once a number of initial, 
action codes were generated, I made comparisons across a number of areas: between different 
participants; between data from the same participant collected at different points of time; 
between two or more similar events; and between different codes.  By finding similarities and 
differences across chunks of data, I began to make analytic sense of the material.  Constant 
comparison was a strategy that commenced with initial coding, but extended into subsequent 
phases of the analysis.  
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Memo-writing is a technique used to build the codes into the theory that is presented 
in the final analysis.  It involves writing informal analytic notes, called memos, of ideas about 
the processes, assumptions and actions that are subsumed by the codes.  By exploring the 
properties of codes, categories are connected and processes begin to be defined (Charmaz, 
2003).  Memo-writing is a way of actioning the constant comparison method that is integral 
to grounded theory studies.  By using this technique, codes become conceptual categories, 
which are then analysed and incorporated into an evolving theory as theoretical constructs. 
Memos help to keep researchers actively engaged with their data.  The process of 
writing stimulates insights about the data that help to develop theory and guide subsequent 
data gathering.  In contrast to writing for others, such as an academic audience, a memo is 
produced more spontaneously for the analyst.  Charmaz suggests treating memos as “partial, 
preliminary and provisional” (2006, p. 84).  By documenting analytic ideas early in the 
project, researchers can track the development of their theory as they collect further data and 
create subsequent iterations of analytic memos (Charmaz, 2006).  I followed the process of 
developing ideas by writing and rewriting memos at all stages of this project.  Memo-writing 
identified where there were gaps in the data and holes in the theory.  The advisory team 
reviewed my memos to check for bias and memos were often the focus of advisory meetings 
throughout the analysis stages. 
Focused coding.   
The second major phase of coding is selective or focused coding, in which initial 
codes that reappear frequently are used to sort large amounts of data.  The goal of focused 
coding is to determine the suitability of the initial codes.  It is more conceptual in nature than 
initial coding, in that selected codes are identified as significant in explicating events or 
processes in the data (Charmaz, 2003).  During focused coding, I raised each significant code 
to a category by exploring its properties, specifying conditions under which it arose and 
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describing its consequences and showing how it related to other categories (Charmaz, 2006).  
For example, resourcing play episodes became a focused code and subsequent action 
category because mothers described this action in which they helped children during a play 
episode with materials or assistance without becoming a play partner in the episode.  
Examples of memos at this stage of analysis involved exploration of the context, conditions, 
and consequences of different types of action categories. 
Theoretical sampling and theoretical saturation: The second recruitment phase.   
Theoretical sampling is seeking data to fill the conceptual gaps identified through 
memo-writing.  The purpose of theoretical sampling is to reach the point of theoretically 
saturating a category, that is, the category and its properties are robust because they are 
elaborated and refined to the point that “no new properties of these categories emerge and 
your established properties account for patterns in your data” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 213).  The 
data for theoretical sampling can be obtained from events or information present in collected 
data, returning to particular participants, or recruiting new participants (Charmaz, 2006).  
Theoretical sampling is very different to population sampling, because the criterion is a 
theoretical concern rather than a demographic characteristic of the population.  By using 
theoretical concerns as a guide to selecting subsequent participants or events, the theory 
being developed is clarified and refined.  
From analysis of the data from the interviews with the first six participants, several 
categories suggested promise as abstract constructs for theory development, but their 
definitions and properties were not yet clear.  For example, it appeared from earlier data 
analysis that mothers tended to engage in direct play with their children in activities that were 
enjoyable for the mother.  Developing the category of parental action called co-playing 
required testing whether mothers gravitated to sharing enjoyable play activities with their 
child, and avoided playing directly with their child in activities that did not feel like play for 
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the mother.  To undertake this testing of categories, I returned to the data I had already 
collected and sought more data that focused on explicating the categories.  
With a further four mothers, who were recruited by purposeful theoretical sampling, I 
conducted one to three theoretically focused but unstructured interviews.  The two 
participants who only participated in one interview each did not share photographs of their 
child’s play.  Instead of focusing on rich description of multiple play episodes similar to 
interviews with initial participants, these interviews sought data to refine the categories and 
further develop the emerging theory, that is, theoretically sampling.  For example, I chose one 
of the participants (Georgia) because I was aware that she was disappointed playground 
equipment that supported ‘risky’ play had been removed from her local park and I wanted to 
further explore how mothers were motivated by a desire to keep their children safe from 
harm.  In my preliminary category of knowing and growing their child, there was an 
emerging pattern of mothers describing how they chose structured activities for their children 
that were associated with specific developmental outcomes.  To further explore this category 
and the differences between mothers’ motivations to create free play versus structured play 
opportunities for their children, I recruited Benita, who ran both a playgroup and a structured 
music group at her church.  
I knew when a category was theoretically saturated when it provided a useful 
“analytic handle” for understanding the participants’ experiences (Charmaz, 2006).  For 
example, when I had explored not only the properties of mothers’ actions towards their 
children’s play, but also the contextual conditions and consequences of those actions, which 
helped to explain why mothers acted in those ways and how they experienced those actions.  
The process of theoretically saturating categories led to the final stage of analysis: integration 
of the theoretical framework. 
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Integration of the theoretical framework.   
In the process of theoretical development, I sorted, compared and integrated the 
memos and diagrams of categories and their properties.  By going back to the data again and 
again, I explored and challenged relationships between categories, honing the analysis of the 
processes underlying how mothers acted in different ways towards their children’s play.  
During this stage of analysis, my memos and diagrams were a particular focus for advisory 
meetings, in which my advisors and I further challenged and clarified the details of the 
emerging, interpretive theory about how mothers constructed and acted on their views of 
children’s play.   
I experienced a number of ‘aha’ moments when moving between the data and the 
overall theory.  For example, I realised that the different categories of parental actions 
towards children’s play could be described both in terms of the amount of involvement from 
the mother as well as the degree to which they supported or restricted their child’s play.  By 
ranking the degree of involvement or play facilitation for these categories of parental actions, 
two continua emerged.  Furthermore, I realised that although the degree of parental 
involvement and play facilitation were independent of each other, there was a relationship 
between the two continua.  By crossing these continua, a diagram of four quadrants became a 
useful tool to plot the parental actions in terms of both the degree of interaction and the 
degree of facilitation of their children’s play.  In Chapter 5, I present and explain this diagram 
in full.   
By incorporating the explanations from mothers about how they came to be acting in 
different ways towards their children’s play, I realised that movement between actions could 
be plotted as sequential points on the diagram, thus demonstrating the iterative and process 
nature of mothers’ actions.  In Chapter 8, I describe and present with accompanying diagrams 
some of the specific sequences of play episodes I used to test my theory.  It was at this point 
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that I realised my analysis was complete because the diagram and theory fulfilled the criteria 
for a successful grounded theory of having fit and relevance (Charmaz, 2006).  Fit refers to 
the grounded theory aim of fitting the empirical world by developing codes into categories 
that clarify the participants’ experiences.  A grounded theory has relevance when the analysis 
interprets what is happening in a way that is meaningful and useful to others by articulating 
the relationships between processes.  
The theory I developed is compatible with the assumptions of symbolic 
interactionism.  It is interpretive because it does not seek causes or deterministic 
explanations, but acknowledges multiple realities and describes patterns and connections 
between aspects of the phenomenon.  The aim of an interpretive theory is to offer an 
imaginative interpretation of the phenomenon that can be understood in abstract terms 
(Charmaz, 2006).  The theory of How mothers shape the context of their preschool children’s 
play provides an interpretive frame to understand the process of mothers’ actions towards 
their children’s play.  
A substantive theory is a theory developed for a specific, empirical area of enquiry 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  The theory I generated in this thesis is a substantive theory 
because it pertains to a specific area of parenting with regard to children’s play.  It is focused 
on understanding what is happening with real situations in which mothers experience and act 
towards their children’s play, rather than aiming to develop a formal, abstract theory about 
how mothers relate to other aspects of their children’s behaviour. 
In this chapter, I described the methodological journey of the project.  I presented and 
justified the decisions underlying how I conducted aspects of the project.  Constructivist 
grounded theory data analysis strategies were presented with examples from the project.  In 
the following chapter, I describe the constructivist grounded theory developed out of the 
analytical process I undertook.    
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Chapter 5 
Results - How Mothers Shape the Context of Their Preschool Children’s 
Play: A Grounded Theory 
In this and the next three chapters, I present the results of the study.  Through data 
analysis, an iterative process between mothers and children emerged that began to explain the 
different ways in which mothers shape the context of children’s play.  This process forms the 
basis of the constructivist grounded theory that I introduce in this chapter.  
Firstly, this chapter gives an overview of the foundational concepts underlying the 
theory, as well as the key components of the theory and how they relate to each other.  In 
Chapters 6 and 7, I explore the detail and subcategories of these key components by 
demonstrating with example quotes from mothers how the theory is grounded in the data.  In 
these chapters, I also discuss the mutually influencing relationships among the components of 
the theory.  Having elucidated the key components of the theory as well as their 
subcategories and relationships in Chapters 6 and 7, I then explore the dynamic and temporal 
aspects of the theory by exploring how fluidly mothers move between different actions that 
influence their children’s play.  To demonstrate this iterative process of how mothers shape 
the context of children’s play, I present six vignettes of mother-child dyads in Chapter 8. 
Mothers’ Perceptions of Play and Playfulness  
Part of the challenge of studying play is determining how to define and categorise 
play.  As detailed in Chapter 2, play is a word that is often associated with children’s 
behaviour and it might be assumed that play is easily recognised when it occurs.  There are, 
however, many ways to define play. 
Rather than commencing with a particular definition of play or restricting the study to 
a specific form of play behaviour in this constructivist grounded theory, I defined play 
according to the way it was conceptualised by the mothers interviewed.  Consequently, when 
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some mothers asked how I was defining play for my study, I explained that I wanted them to 
describe episodes of their child’s play to help me understand what they considered to be play.  
By having them describe events that seemed like play to them, I explored mothers’ 
perceptions of ‘what play is’. 
When describing play, mothers in this study made reference to the nature of the 
activity (whether it was grounded in reality or suspended from reality), how ‘fun’ activities 
were, the child’s level of choice regarding participating in the activity and whether the child 
took a playful approach to the activity.  The mothers described many episodes in which their 
children acted in ways that easily would be identified as play, such as dramatic and pretend 
play scenarios, construction with blocks, sand play and playing on playground equipment.  
However, they also perceived play as the incorporation of a playful approach to activities 
which are not traditionally labelled as play, such as household cleaning tasks, self-care tasks, 
learning tasks and adult-led enrichment activities.   
For clarity, from this point on in the thesis, I use the term ‘play’ for activities that 
would normally be considered play, such as a pretending to be a superhero, and ‘non-play’ 
activities for those that would not, such as helping a parent clean the house, even though 
children might approach these activities in a playful manner.  However, when mothers 
discuss children approaching non-play activities in a playful manner, I use the term 
‘incorporating play’ into the activity, such as being on a superhero mission while cleaning the 
house.  I make this distinction to highlight the fact that play, as conceptualised by the mothers 
in this study, occurs in a range of different types of activities in the context of daily life. 
Having fun and choice to participate were key components of mothers’ descriptions 
of play.  One mother explained, “I think play is an attitude. You’re still seeing the fun in and 
the possibilities in everything.”  Play as disposition (as described in Chapter 2) is evident in 
such comments, as distinct from play being only a set of observable behaviours or discrete 
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activities.  Whether an activity was specifically labelled as play or not, the notion of having 
fun was frequently alluded to by the mothers.  
Reflecting mothers’ perceptions of play as disposition, one mother expressed the 
difficulty arising when attempting to make a clear distinction between work (non-play 
activities) and play.  In the following quote, she described examples of incorporating 
children’s play into non-play activities as valuable play opportunities:  
Play	is	children's	work	…	But	also	I	think	[that]	what	is	forgotten	to	mention	in	a	lot	of	
research	is	that	children	make	everything	play	as	well.	So	that	while	I'm	cooking	dinner	and	
she's	helping	me,	that's	her	play,	whereas	that's	not	necessarily	seen	as	[play],	because	I'm	
not	specifically	playing	with	her.	But	she's	playing,	you	know,	and	when	she	gets	up	in	the	
morning	and	she's	getting	dressed	and	she's	chatting	to	herself	in	the	mirror	doing	her	
hair,	she's	playing,	but	she's	also	getting	ready,	but	she's	playing	then.	And	I'll	be	talking	
too,	I'll	be	doing	her	hair	and	we'll	be	singing	songs	and	things	-	that's	part	of	play,	but	
that's	not	valued	I	think	sometimes	as	[play]”.	
Terms that mothers used for such play actions were to “incorporate play in the everyday” and 
“rolling him in my work day”.   
The elements evident in mothers’ descriptions of such playful approaches to non-play 
activities were that the process of doing the activity was enjoyable or fun for the child and 
that the child had some choice in how they participated in the activity.  Therefore, I included 
the playful participation in non-play activities in the conceptualisation of play for the 
development of this constructivist grounded theory. 
Mothers’ descriptions of play and non-play in the context of family life demonstrated 
how the one activity could be experienced in different ways.  That is, whether the activity 
was approached playfully or not was important in determining how an activity was viewed 
and labelled.  Firstly, the mother and child often experienced the same activity differently.  
For example, when vacuuming, a mother described it as work for herself but play for her 
child.  While it is difficult to ascertain whether the child identifies that they are working or 
playing, they are certainly acting as if they are an adult performing a work role, and parents 
are likely to perceive them as playing.  Secondly, because children only participated playfully 
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in household tasks while they remained interested in the activity demonstrates how intrinsic 
motivation, a widely cited criterion of play, is an important aspect of identifying these 
activities as play.  When there were social cues communicated between the mother and the 
child in episodes of children’s participation in adult roles that ‘this is play’, the mothers 
interviewed explicitly labelled them as play.  Approaching a non-play activity in a fun way 
and incorporating children’s play in adult work tasks are both examples of incorporating 
children’s play in the everyday, and are discussed in terms of parental actions in Chapter 7.  
Another group of activities that might not ordinarily be considered play are adult-led 
enrichment activities such as sports or gymnastics classes and music classes.  While the 
opportunities for free, child-led play may be limited in an organised class, the mothers in this 
study described how these classes for their three to five year old children were often 
presented in a fun, playful way, with the teaching of skills embedded in games so as to 
maintain the children’s attention and enthusiasm.  There is debate in the literature as to 
whether these activities should be included as play, because they are adult-led rather than 
child-initiated.  Some authors make a distinction between child-initiated play, which is in the 
child's control, and playful learning, which is directed by adults (Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, & 
Eyer, 2004; Miller & Almon, 2009).  In this thesis, I categorise these activities as outsourced 
play, acknowledging that they are adult-led, but that they incorporate a playful component.  
They are discussed later in Chapter 7. 
How children approached activities and whether children had opportunities for some 
choice and freedom to play within the activity also determined whether mothers considered 
their children to be playing or not.  From this perspective, most activities seemed to have the 
potential to be an opportunity for a child to play.  
. 
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The Theory 
The constructivist grounded theory of How mothers shape the context of their 
preschool children’s play provides a framework for understanding mothers’ involvement 
with their children’s play (rather than an exploration of children’s play itself).  I specifically 
chose the word shape, because it means changing the form of something and implies an 
element of creation, presenting context as dynamic, rather than as a static state.  It reflects the 
constant change that occurs in the daily lives of families.  Context refers to the set of 
circumstances that surround a child’s play.  Play does not occur in a vacuum.  While the 
playing child may be the central focus of play, there is always a background or context in 
which the play arises.  When looking at the playing child, it is important to consider how it is 
that they have come to be playing.  This necessitates an understanding of the aspects of 
context for that child’s play.   
A key underlying assumption of the theory I present in this thesis is that the context 
within which the playing child is embedded is dynamically co-created by mothers and 
children.  Even when play is under the control of a preschool child, parents can directly 
influence, via their actions, where, for how long, with what and with whom this play occurs.  
In addition, the nature of the interactions between parents and children also forms part of the 
changing context of children’s play.   
In this way, while parents cannot determine their children’s play, they shape the 
context within which the play is embedded.  There are constant interactions between mothers 
and children that influence how children spend their time, and specifically, the opportunities 
children have for play.  Although parents often create conditions that were amenable to play, 
they cannot force children to play: the idiom ‘you can lead a horse to water, but can’t make it 
drink’ holds true.  Neither will the play necessarily stop when mothers think it should.  
Children express their own agency to play or not and determine the way in which they will 
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play when they have the opportunity.  For example, a mother might say ‘don’t do that’ and 
the child could respond in a variety of ways, including changing the nature of their play, 
stopping it altogether or continuing with the same behaviour.  The mother’s subsequent 
actions will depend on how the child responded to the initial command  (e.g. they might 
physically remove the child if he or she did not stop or change the behaviour).  Thus, in the 
process of shaping the context of play, whether temporally close or distant, a transactional 
and iterative process between mothers and children occurs.  This process pervades the 
constructivist grounded theory developed here. 
The development of the grounded theory in this thesis came from mothers’ 
discussions about their own experiences of their children’s play as well as their observations 
of the actions of other key adults, such as the children’s fathers (including step-fathers) and 
grandparents.  The interview data revealed that the mothers, as primary caregivers, were 
responsible for and responded to the flux that occurs in the context of play.  They changed 
their actions as the contextual elements changed within the course of a day: locations for play 
changed, potential playmates changed, mothers responded to weather changes.  The dynamic 
and changing nature of the play context is important to consider in terms of the opportunities 
children have for play, because mothers responded to these contextual elements in ways that 
supported or constrained children’s play.  Mothers’ actions towards their children’s play were 
imbued with a sense of purpose and were influenced not only by the child and their actions, 
but also the meaning of play to them and their perceptions of the context surrounding their 
children’s play.  
An Overview of the Theory  
The theory of how mothers shape the context of their preschool children’s play 
describes the process by which mothers interact with and influence their children’s 
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opportunities for play.  The following three major categories and process linkages (how the 
three categories relate) are central to understanding this process:  
1. Parental actions, which are the different things that mothers described that they and 
their children’s fathers do that have an impact or are intended to influence their children’s 
play;  
2. Guiding motivations, which are the conscious and unconscious goals and desires 
that are a foundation to mothers’ actions;  
3. Perceptions of their children’s play and its context, which include the stable and 
changing elements of the parents, the children and their play context that mothers perceive 
and consider; and 
4. Patterns of process linkages, which weave through the process of shaping the 
context of their children’s play, connecting the three major categories: guiding motivations, 
perceptions and parental actions towards children’s play. 
The three major categories are integral to the process of shaping the context of 
children’s play because mothers described their experiences of children’s play with reference 
to their motivations, perceptions and actions.  Specifically, these three components of the 
theory are conceptualised as mutually influencing, with mothers’ actions lying on a 
foundation of their guiding motivations, which are moderated by their perceptions of the 
elements of their children’s play and its context.  In addition, patterns in the ways in which 
these three components were related to each other emerged from the mothers’ descriptions.  
The fourth component of the theory identifies these patterns and labelled them as process 
linkages.  These process linkages show the direction of movement over time between 
iterations of changing parental action and perceptions and represent the process elements of 
how mothers shape the context of children’s play.  
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The following outline of the theory commences with the major categories of guiding 
motivations and perceptions, because these underpin the third major category, parental 
actions.  Then an outline of the linkages among them follows.  
Guiding Motivations  
In this constructivist grounded theory I use the term guiding motivations to emphasise 
that mothers’ actions are guided or motivated by fundamental concerns such as their goals, 
hopes, aims and values.  Guiding motivations encompass what mothers are attempting to 
achieve in their lives: not only for their children and their growth and development, but also 
for their families, their other relationships and for themselves.  Although the concept of 
guiding motivations can relate to a broad range of issues, I only discuss those motivations 
underpinning the mothers’ actions towards their children’s play.  It is important to note that 
mothers are not always conscious of their guiding motivations, because they are fundamental 
and pervasive.  
Some of the guiding motivations expressed by the mothers in this study were long-
term goals, such as the hopes and dreams they had for their children as they grew into adults.  
Others were more temporally circumscribed and referred to mundane, day-to-day 
happenings.  These particularly contributed to mothers’ decisions about what action to 
prioritise at a given time.  For example, in order to maintain a pleasant home environment 
(their guiding motivation), many mothers described tidying children’s playthings away on a 
daily basis.  Their perception of the purposes of play revealed guiding motivations, such as 
play being a means of supporting aspects of their child’s development and learning.  Also, the 
meanings the mothers ascribed to their child’s play gave an indication of the potential 
negative outcomes of play that the mothers were motivated to avoid, such as children hurting 
themselves.  At times, these different meanings resulted in mothers experiencing their 
guiding motivations as being in conflict with each other. 
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The guiding motivations that I identified through the mothers’ experiences in this 
study were: 1. fulfilling a range of responsibilities; 2. keeping their child safe from harm; 3. 
knowing and growing their child; and 4. creating meaningful connection with their child.  It 
is important to note that this list is not exhaustive, however, these were the predominant 
motivations that mothers discussed in relation to their actions with regard to children’s play.  
These guiding motivations are discussed in detail with participant quotes in Chapter 6. 
Perceptions of their Child, their Child’s Play and its Context  
The term perceptions refers to mothers’ perceptions of the characteristics of their 
child, properties of their child’s play, and contextual factors such as characteristics of 
themselves and temporal, spatial, physical, social and cultural factors surrounding their 
child’s play.  This constructivist grounded theory is not focused on how these contextual 
elements per se influence play, but how mothers’ perceptions of these elements contribute to 
the decisions they make about their actions regarding their children’s play.  Mothers’ 
perceptions were initially placed into the following three groups - their perceptions of: child 
characteristics, play elements and contextual elements.  However, I did not raise these groups 
to separate conceptual categories in the theory, but they remain as descriptions within this 
major category of the theory.  Examples of these elements are presented in Table 5.1.  How 
mothers’ perceptions influenced the other components of the theory is explored in Chapter 6. 
Table 5.1. 
Perception Groups 
Group of elements Specific elements Example 
Child 
characteristics 
Temperament  
Play preferences  
Developmental skills  
Being a ‘sensitive’ child 
Preferring physical, outdoor play 
Learning to ride a bike 
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Play elements Type of play 
 
Resources for play 
 
Skills required for play 
Consequences of play 
Constructive play, pretend play, 
active outdoor play 
Using household objects for 
pretend play, construction play etc. 
Ability to climb on rope ladder 
Knowledge from previous 
experience, such as mess created, 
amount of time required 
Contextual 
elements 
Parental characteristics 
 
 
 
Physical environment 
 
 
Social environment 
 
 
Cultural context 
 
Temporal environment 
Parent’s interests, play style, safety 
risk threshold, experiences, skills, 
values, energy, feelings, roles & 
responsibilities, child interactions 
Objects with which the child plays, 
description of the location of play 
Layout of local roads / traffic 
Availability of other children as 
play partners, relationships with 
others 
Expectations of wider society re 
supervision of children, risk  
Time available for play  
 
Parental Actions Towards their Children’s Play 
The final major category of this constructivist grounded theory relates to the actions 
parents take to influence their children’s play.  Parental actions are the principle mechanisms 
	 93	
that parents have available to them to shape the context of their child’s play.  Mothers’ 
descriptions of children’s play also included their observations of play interactions with 
fathers (including a step-father) and grandparents, which helped inform theory development.  
Therefore, I use the term parental actions to incorporate both mothers’, fathers’ and 
grandparents’ actions as described by the mothers in this study.  
I conceptualised the different types of parental action in terms of both the degree of 
parental interaction with their child and the degree to which the parent facilitates or restricts 
their child’s opportunity for play.  These two dimensions of parental action are represented as 
two continua: the gatekeeping continuum and the interaction continuum.  The gatekeeping 
continuum forms the horizontal axis and extends from strongly restricting to strongly 
facilitating the child’s opportunity for play; and the interaction continuum forms the vertical 
axis and extends from complete absence of interaction to high interaction with the playing 
child.  The relationship between these two dimensions is represented on Figure 5.1 as two 
intersecting axes, and the different types of parental action toward children’s play can be 
plotted according to these two dimensions.  
The gatekeeping continuum.   
The gatekeeping continuum represents the degree to which parents act to restrict or 
facilitate children’s play opportunities.  I use the metaphor of gatekeeping to label this 
continuum in order to signify one of the fundamental choices that parents are required to 
make: whether to ‘open the gate’ to play (facilitate it) or ‘shut the gate’ (restrict or stop it).  
Parents are ultimately in the position to decide whether children have access to play or not.  
Parents choose between actions that aim to allow or deny the child access to a particular play 
opportunity. 
Parents might facilitate play by choosing to obtain objects specifically for their child 
to play with and organise opportunities for play, such as meeting friends in the park, taking  
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Figure 5.1.  Two dimensions of parental actions:  Gatekeeping continuum and interaction 
continuum. 
bikes to the park or visiting another family for a play date.  Conversely, there are times when 
parents actively discourage play, or, in terms of the metaphor, close the gate to play.  Parents 
may restrict play opportunities by removing particular toys or objects that they do not want 
their children to play with and denying children access to places that they deem unsafe. 
Parents may close the gate to play opportunities before play has started, or they may 
endeavour to stop play once it is established.  Mothers described many instances of closing 
the gate before play occurred by actively choosing not to allow particular toys in their homes.  
Some mothers described toys that they would not purchase for their child or allow their child 
Facilitating	child’s	play	opportunity		Restricting	child’s	play	opportunity		
Parental	interaction		
No	parental	interaction		
INTERACTION	CONTINUUM	
GATEK
EEPING
	CONTI
NUUM	 High parental interaction 
Low parental interaction 
High attention, parental non-interaction 
Low attention, parental avoidance of 
interaction 
Weak facilitation
Strong facilitation
Weak restriction 
Strong restriction 
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to play with (e.g., guns and other weapons), thus shutting the gate to the opportunity for their 
child to play with that specific toy at home.  I explore these examples of shutting the gate to 
play in the detailed descriptions of the categories of parental action in Chapter 7. 
However, in this constructivist grounded theory, the gatekeeping dimension is 
considered a continuum, rather than a dichotomy between an open or closed play gate.  
Figure 5.1 shows that there are degrees of restriction from strong to weak (represented to the 
left of the horizontal axis) and facilitation from weak to strong (represented to the right of the 
horizontal axis) of children’s opportunities to play.  For example, there is a difference 
between taking a play object off a child when they are playing with it and telling a child that 
it is time to pack up their toys, the former lying further to the restricting end of the continuum 
than the latter.  Similarly, there are degrees of facilitation.  Leaving out a specific toy, such as 
train tracks for a child, is a less definitive facilitatory action than a parent demonstrating how 
to interlock pieces to make a curve in the train track and then encouraging the child to do it.  
To illustrate the gatekeeping dimension, I present opposite gatekeeping actions of 
mothers in areas of the same local park.  Cate described taking her children to this park 
because of the challenging climbing equipment.  Frances also described going to the park and 
how her children only played in the developed play area.  She said:  
There’s	the	[name]	Park	where	I	used	to	live	and	it's	beautiful	-	it's	been	done	spectacularly	
but	I'm	always	very	wary	about	going	there.		They've	even	got	signs	up	[near	the	creek	
bed]	that	say	‘beware	of	the	snakes’,	my	God!	You're	likely	to	see,	well,	not	likely	but	the	
perception	is	that	it's	a	possibility	you	could	see	a	snake	and	quite	an	ugly	looking	big	one	
around	those	areas…	They	[her	children]	stick	to	the	designated	play	area.	
The photos in Figure 5.2 and 5.3, show two areas of the same park: a constructed 
watercourse and designated play area (Figure 5.2), which was a few hundred metres from the 
creek bed with the sign that Frances was referring to (Figure 5.3).  I took both of these 
photographs on the same summer weekend morning.  The designated play area had filtered, 
flowing water, shade, places for parents to sit and supervise their children, and was full of  
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Figure 5.2.  Designated play area with watercourse and shading 
 
Figure 5.3.  Creek bed with sign warning of snakes 
children and their carers.  In this supportive environment, parents made the choice to open the 
gate to play.  The creek bed with numerous official signs about the possibility of snakes being 
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in the area, was also in the bright sun and the stagnant water was devoid of any children 
playing.  No parents chose to ‘take the risk’ of their child playing in the creek bed, thus 
keeping the gate shut to play in that area.  Many mothers described limiting explorative play 
in natural creek areas because of concerns about snakes, even though they were the types of 
environments that some of the mothers growing up in Australia described playing in when 
they were children. 
At the midpoint of the gatekeeping continuum, a parent’s actions are neutral, in that 
they neither facilitate nor restrict play.  An example of such a neutral position would be 
Morgan packing away Kurt’s train set on the living room floor into boxes, but leaving the 
boxes within his reach.  In this action, Morgan shaped the context of Kurt’s play by 
modifying the play environment, yet putting toys into boxes that are still accessible is neither 
facilitatory nor restrictive. 
Reaching decisions about the degree to which they will facilitate or restrict play at 
any given moment is complex for mothers.  Specific guiding motivations, perceptions and 
process linkages can, using the gatekeeping metaphor, 'push' on the gate, either towards 
opening it or closing it.  At times, these influences act in the same direction, that is, towards 
either opening or closing the gate.  However, at other times, they can be opposing, with some 
components pushing to open the gate and others pushing it to shut.  Such a situation can be a 
source of conflict.  For example, the guiding motivations of the mother, whether conscious or 
unconscious, could push on the gate one way whereas their child’s actions or aspects of the 
context might push in the opposing direction. 
The decision to allow or disallow access to play will depend on the strength of the 
conflicting process linkages (the fourth component of the theory) that are conflicting and 
pushing for the gate to open or shut.  The nature and power of these process linkages will be 
different for each child-mother dyad and are temporally specific, in that they only apply for a 
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particular point in time because they are modulated by diverse contextual elements, such as 
the amount of time the mother perceives is available for the activity, the tiredness of their 
child, and the weather.  For example, mothers described being playful with their children 
when doing personal care tasks in the morning on days they were not working, however they 
were unlikely to inject such playfulness on days when their time in the morning was 
restricted due to work commitments.  In this theory, the mother is constantly moving along 
the gatekeeping continuum, responding differently as the situation changes.  
While gatekeeping actions may be aimed towards restricting and denying or providing 
access to children’s play, the intended consequence of their action does not always occur.  
For example, a parent may give a directive to their child to stop their play, however, children 
do not always follow their parents’ instructions, and may ignore or subvert these.  A 
sufficiently motivated parent may take further action to stop their child’s play, especially if 
they physically remove their child from the play space or an object from their child.  
Similarly, even though a parent may aim to facilitate their child’s opportunity to play, 
whether their child takes up that opportunity to play is not a certainty.  For example, a parent 
might leave out a particular object for their child to play with and the child might ignore it.  
This could be due to the free will of the child or contextual factors outside the control of the 
child or the parent. 
An example of a mother wanting to provide an opportunity for play that did not go as 
planned was provided by Frances, who shared the photograph in Figure 5.4.  The photograph 
shows her four year old daughter, Millie, playing in the sand at a playground as Frances 
watches.  Frances initially stopped at the playground when driving past because the brightly 
coloured equipment looked appealing to the family and Frances thought this would be an 
engaging activity for Millie.  However the coloured equipment was a ‘snakes and ladders’  
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Figure 5.4. Frances watching Millie play in the sand near the ‘Snakes and Ladders’  
game that was too complicated for Millie and there was a sign that discouraged children from 
climbing on the equipment.  Millie chose instead to play in the sand. 
Nonetheless, a great many parental actions have the intended effect on their children’s 
play, and for preschool aged children, parental actions remain a key influence on their play.  
There is more to parental involvement with their children’s play than determining the access 
to play by gatekeeping.  In addition to whether the parent acts to facilitate or to restrict their 
child’s opportunity for play, there are a number of different ways parents can choose to 
interact with their child.  
The interaction continuum.   
The vertical axis that bisects the gatekeeping continuum is the interaction continuum. 
The interaction continuum stretches from high parental interaction with the child (represented 
at the upper end of the continuum in Figure 5.1) to no parental interaction (at the lower end). 
At the upper end, the parent and child are interacting together directly.  An example would be 
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any activity in which they are both engaged, such as playing together, folding washing 
together or the parent picking up the child to stop him or her doing something.  At the lower 
end, there is no interaction between the two.  This would most commonly occur when they 
are not in the same place, for example, the parent is at work, or the child is at childcare or 
staying with a family member.  ‘No interaction’ can also occur when parental action is 
separated from the child by time.  For example, parents often engage in non-interactive 
actions such as changing the toys available in a play space when children are asleep or not 
physically present. 
Just as there is a ‘neutral’ point in the gatekeeping continuum, there is also a neutral 
point of the interaction continuum.  This point occurs when there is no direct sharing in an 
activity between the parent and child, but there is more direct attention to what the other is 
doing.  Because there is a peripheral connection, in that the parent and child can usually 
either see or hear what the other is doing, the particular parental action is labelled 
peripherally supervising, and is discussed later in Chapter 7. 
Locating the subcategories of parental action.   
When the gatekeeping and interaction continua are crossed as two axes, four 
quadrants are created.  These quadrants are labelled sharing, cultivating, limiting and 
stopping play (see Figure 5.5).  The two quadrants on the right of figure represent facilitating 
play, and are labelled ‘sharing’ when there is interaction, and ‘cultivating’ when there is no 
interaction between the parent and child.  The two quadrants on the left of diagram represent 
restricting play, and are labelled ‘stopping’ when there is interaction and ‘limiting’ when 
there is no interaction between the parent and child.  Thus, the quadrants on the left and on 
the right can be imagined as a mirror image along the central vertical axis, distinguished by 
whether they facilitate play or not.  These four quadrants and the subcategories of parental  
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Cultivating	
Stopping	
Limiting	
 
Figure 5.5. The four quadrants of the parental actions diagram   
action that occur in each quadrant, namely co-playing, incorporating play and resourcing play 
episodes in the sharing quadrant; resourcing play environments and outsourcing play in the 
cultivating quadrant; the stopping quadrant; the limiting quadrant were identified as 
subcategories because they share common features and naming them made it possible to 
discuss them as conceptual categories.  These subcategories of parental action are introduced 
and described in detail with participant quotes in Chapter 7.    
Facilitating	child’s	play	opportunity	Restricting	child’s	play	opportunity		
Parental	interaction		
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Process Linkages  
From the mothers’ descriptions, I identified a number of patterns that helped to 
understand how mothers created or limited their children’s opportunities for play through 
their actions.  I refer to these patterns as process linkages because they weave through and 
connect the other three components of the theory.  Process linkages are a critical analytical 
aspect of the constructivist grounded theory I developed, because they move beyond 
identification of factors that influenced the mothers’ actions to explain how mothers 
constructed their actions with meaning.  That is, they elucidate the social process of how and 
why mothers constructed their actions towards their children’s play in particular ways.   
The process linkages describe how mothers enacted their guiding motivations in light 
of the contextual elements that they perceived and responded to.  At any given point in time 
and place, the guiding motivations that took precedence for mothers were infused with the 
current contextual elements in determining a course of action.  Mothers compared their action 
options with reference to the predicted outcomes of these actions and their consideration of 
the contextual elements and guiding motivations that were pertinent.  For example, when 
mothers weighed up competing priorities and determined that there was not enough time 
available for them to facilitate children’s play because it was incompatible with a competing 
priority, such as cooking the dinner, they choose not to facilitate play.  However, mothers 
may have instead used the process linkage of creating win-win opportunities in which a 
number of their guiding motivations could be met.  For example, mothers sometimes chose to 
incorporate children’s play in cooking dinner when they were confident of having the time 
and energy available to include the child’s participation in this way.   
The first four process linkages emphasised guiding motivations: 1. weighing up 
competing priorities, 2. trumping priorities, 3. creating win-win opportunities, and 4. opening 
up possibilities.  These process linkages are presented and explicated in Chapter 6.  The final 
	103	
process linkage, 5. responding to child-led actions when a child initiated play or requested 
assistance, was more contextually generated without reference to guiding motivations. 
The iterative nature of parental actions towards their children’s play.   
Although I categorised parental actions towards children’s play within a framework of 
four quadrants in this constructivist grounded theory, these categories are not necessarily 
discrete, mutually exclusive or demarked with rigid boundaries.  Rather than simply focus on 
the specific categories of parental action, the main analysis from the data indicated that there 
was complexity in the processes of how mothers ended up interacting with children’s play 
through these actions.  There were some discrete play sessions mothers had with children that 
lasted for an extended period of time.  However, more typical was a dynamic movement in 
and out of different categories of action, or a number of simultaneous categories.  It was these 
transitions and iterations of mothers relating to play that were the focus of my analysis, and in 
putting them all together, these transitions and iterations constitute the process of shaping the 
context of children’s play.  
Mothers move fluidly between different actions towards their children’s play.  The 
movement between parental actions over time occurs due to process linkages being applied to 
mothers’ perceptions of elements of their children’s play and its context and their guiding 
motivations.  Each iteration of parental action in a play episode can be plotted as a snapshot 
on the framework presented in Figure 5.1.  Examples of actions relating to particular play 
episodes within mother-child dyads are provided in Chapter 8, demonstrating the iterative 
nature of the constructivist grounded theory presented.  By linking a series of these plots 
together by process linkages, the third dimension of change over time is demonstrated.  
However, first, Chapter 6 explores the specific categories of the four components of the 
grounded theory in detail, with participant quotes.  
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Chapter 6 
Results - Explicating the Major Categories Underpinning Parental Actions 
In Chapter 5, I gave an overview of the four components of the theory of How 
mothers shape the context of their preschool children’s play, namely guiding motivations, 
perceptions, process linkages and parental actions.  Each of these components is made up of a 
number of subcategories.  To demonstrate how the theory is grounded in the data, I explicate 
in detail three components and their subcategories with participant quotes in this chapter.  
Chapter 7 discusses the fourth component, parental actions and its subcategories, in relation 
to their location within the quadrants of the parental actions diagram and with reference to the 
other components presented in this chapter. 
Although I present data examples under each of the four components of the theory, 
the mutually influencing relationships and connected nature of the components of the theory 
must be acknowledged.  Therefore, when describing each component, I make reference to the 
other components of the theory, that is, the three major categories and the process linkages.  
For example, when exploring the perceptions of a play episode, the subsequent action that the 
mother discussed may also be mentioned (a parental action).  In the parental action 
categories, I discuss the conditions and consequences of the actions in terms of the process 
linkages that connect the guiding motivations and contextual elements that the mother 
considered for that action.   
In this chapter, I present guiding motivations first, because they provide the 
foundational drivers that permeate the other components of the theory.  Second, I describe 
perceptions of the elements of the child, their play, and the context of the play that mothers 
perceive.  These perceptions constitute a descriptive list that mothers referred to when 
discussing their relevance to particular actions.  Finally, I present the different process 
linkages to illustrate how mothers combined their guiding motivations and perceptions of 
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their child, and contextual play elements, in the process of determining their actions towards 
children’s play. 
Guiding Motivations 
The major category of guiding motivations is the first component of the theory.  
Guiding motivations are the values, aims and outcomes that mothers are seeking to achieve 
for themselves and their children.  In this constructivist grounded theory, I present the 
mothers’ guiding motivations as they pertain to their children’s play.  For example, although 
the guiding motivation of fostering their child’s development and learning will incorporate 
more than children’s play, such as children’s nutritional needs, I only explore this guiding 
motivation as it applies to children’s opportunities for play.  
Four guiding motivations are described in detail.  These are: 1. fulfilling a range of 
responsibilities; 2. keeping their child safe from harm; 3. knowing and growing their child; 
and 4. sharing in a meaningful relationship with their child.  Sometimes children’s play 
provided a means of mothers achieving these goals, however, at other times, these guiding 
motivations came into conflict with mothers providing opportunities for children’s play.  
Fulfilling a Range of Responsibilities 
Making time for children’s play within the range of activities that mothers need to 
carry out in a day can be a challenge.  Being a parent is not the only role that mothers 
undertake.  A recurring theme within the interviews was that mothers have a number of 
different roles through which they weave during the course of a day.  Through their 
descriptions, it was evident that working in paid employment, managing a household, being a 
spouse, and expressing one’s personal identity were some of the other aspects of the mothers' 
lives that were entwined with parenting.  Melinda explained how fulfilling household 
demands meant she could not spend all day playing with her children: 
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I	really	wanted	to	make	sure	that	when	Paul	[her	husband]	came	home	from	work	the	
house	was	clean	and	the	kids	were	fed	-	blah	blah	blah	and	you	can't	do	that	if	you're	
pulling	out	every	toy	to	keep	your	kid	interested	all	the	time.	
There were times when mothers’ activities, such as paid work, necessitated separation 
from the playing child.  In such cases, mothers sought to do the activity away from their 
children or without the possibility of interruption from a playing child.  When seeking 
uninterrupted time, mothers often outsourced their children’s supervision to other adults, day 
care or kindergarten or used technological devices that they could rely on to keep their child 
engaged for a predictable amount of time, such as a television program, video or computer 
game.  Benita explained the sort of activities she was incapable of doing while the children 
were playing, because of the possibility she would be interrupted: 
Not	things	that	would	involve	having	a	separate	life	to	being	a	mother.	There’s	this	other	
realm	where	I	think	that	I've	got	sewing	that	I	want	to	do	and	that's	not	something	you	can	
just	do	as	you	walk	past,	I	don't	think.	So	that	gets	left	until	they're	in	bed	…	That's	me	
having	an	identity	outside	being	a	mother	or	a	homemaker.		
When I asked if there were any other times Benita could do those sorts of activities other than 
when her son was asleep, she said, “TV time. That’s the answer”.  
Conversely, children being fully occupied and immersed in their play also opened up 
possibilities for mothers to participate in other activities, such as household work including 
cooking and cleaning, demonstrating the process linkage of creating win-win opportunities, 
which I discuss later in this chapter.  
Keeping their Child Safe from Harm 
Children’s safety was of prime concern to mothers and they assessed their children’s 
abilities, actions and environments to determine if their child was at risk of harm during play.  
A key criterion that mothers used to decide if they needed to act to stop their children’s play 
was whether the child’s activity could result in unacceptable harm.  The corollary to this was 
that if a child experienced harm while supervised by a mother, then that mother had failed in 
their duty.  
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This guiding motivation often featured when mothers chose the gatekeeping action of 
restricting their children’s opportunities for play, especially for outdoor play.  When 
determining whether they would discourage the child from a particular type of play or action, 
mothers described evaluating such contextual elements as their child’s climbing ability, the 
possibility of hazards such as harmful animals, traffic or strangers being present, or whether 
extreme outcomes such as head injury or death were likely.  Examples of parental actions of 
restricting play that resulted from this evaluation process included: one mother not allowing 
her children to ride down the full length of their steep cul-de-sac and a number of mothers 
making the rule that their children were not allowed to stray out of their sight.  Morgan 
explained she did not often allow Kurt to play in the backyard so as to keep him safe: 
There's	still	building	materials	down	there	and	it's	not	very	kid	safe	yet	and	I	still	feel	he's	
too	young…	There's	also	seeing	snakes	down	there,	it	makes	it	a	bit	of	a	worry.	So	when	he	
gets	a	bit	older	and	a	bit	more	sensible	about	that	that	will	happen	more	I	guess.		
The evaluation process might also result in mothers choosing to allow the play.  
Examples include: one mother deciding not to intervene when her son had climbed up on the 
bench to ‘fix’ a tap in the play kitchen and could have fallen off (because the potential benefit 
outweighed the risk); and one mother allowing her children to use a slide in the local park 
once she had tried it herself and positioned herself to ‘spot’ her children at the most risky 
turn.  I explore these two examples in detail as vignettes in Chapter 8. 
Knowing and Growing their Child 
All of the mothers interviewed described observations they had made of their child’s 
play that increased their knowledge and understanding of that child: their child’s interests, 
strengths and abilities, as well as areas that the child found challenging.  Mothers’ 
observations of their children’s play were not made in isolation, but they used this knowledge 
to nurture their child and support their child’s development. 
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The mothers in this study all perceived benefits for their children in having ample 
opportunity for play and were motivated to facilitate play.  Three outcomes that mothers 
sought for their children were evident in their discussions of their children’s play.  Firstly, 
mothers identified aspects of health, development and learning that play facilitated and they 
sought to match their child’s current abilities with opportunities for that child to extend and 
grow.  Secondly, mothers were motivated to foster their child’s identity by facilitating the 
play that their child loved.  Thirdly, mothers were motivated to simply provide their children 
with opportunities to have fun and enjoy play as a fundamental part of life.  
Fostering their child’s health, development and learning. 
Mothers made many associations between particular play activities and aspects of 
their child’s health and physical, social, emotional and cognitive development.  Although I 
did not specifically ask how mothers valued different types of play, mothers expressed their 
perceptions of the importance of types of play by describing their developmental outcomes.  
For example, Morgan described Kurt’s developing understanding of the cognitive skill of 
spatial relations from her observation of his play with his train tracks, Kurt’s favourite toy: 
I	can	just	see	he’s	understanding	the	concept	of	the	curve	and	will	put	all	the	curved	track	
together.	Whereas	before,	he’d	just	pick	up	random	bits	of	track.	Now	you	can	actually	see	
him	plan.	So	there’s	a	process	happening.		
In the following quote, Frances describes how she thought about the activities her 
children do in terms of the outcome, or “product” that results:  
I	think	that	when	we're	doing	stuff	the	output	should	be	fun,	but	it's	nice	to	have	a	product	
at	the	end	of	it	as	well.	So	pretty	much	all	the	activities	that	we	do	are,	in	my	mind,	they've	
got	like	a	product	at	the	end.	So	even	if	it's	just	playing	in	the	park,	to	me	the	product	of	
that	is	you're	having	exercise.		
This association of activities (including play) with outcomes was prevalent in the interviews 
with mothers.  In particular, developmental outcomes were of particular focus for the mothers 
interviewed.  However, their concept of development was quite broad.  When discussing the 
enrichment activities her son was doing, Naomi made the comment, “I can’t make him good 
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at everything”.  This comment alluded to a perception that was shared by the mothers 
interviewed, that part of their role in growing their child is to provide opportunities that 
address different aspects of their child’s development and learning.  Leigh mentioned that she 
felt her role was to provide her children with “a smorgasbord” of opportunities.  The mothers 
did not indicate that they wanted their children to excel at everything, as in a Renaissance 
child or polymath, but, more often, discussed their motivation to provide balance by giving 
children the opportunity for a range of experiences.   
Sometimes mothers chose or encouraged certain activities so as to foster the building 
of specific skills in the different areas of development.  By associating specific play activities 
with outcomes, mothers demonstrated how they valued different types of play.  All of the 
mothers discussed taking their children to the park with reference to providing an opportunity 
for active play, with some, such as Cate, specifically associating active play with their child’s 
development of gross motor skills or bike riding:  
We	went	there	[to	a	specific	park]	because	I	think	one	of	the	things	they	don't	get	much	of	
and	they	need	encouragement	for	is	-	or	especially	Gordon	actually	-	it	wasn't	really	for	
Peter	it	was	more	Gordon	-	he	needs	physical	challenges	because	he	needs	to	develop	his	
gross	motor	skills.	And	it's	a	lovely	big	park	and	so	we	took	his	bike	and	we	wanted	another	
environment	for	him	to	start	learning	-	you	know	-	more	practice	on	his	bike	but	actually	
it's	really	good	because	it's	got	a	whole	new	climbing	structure	there.	And	Peter	is	very	
confident	and	gives	everything	a	go,	so	it	was	really	good	for	him	too.	
Mothers also explained the developmental skills that were fostered in enrichment 
activities such as sports, gymnastics or music classes in which their children participated.  
Naomi enrolled Noah in gymnastics classes after a mid-year preschool report.  As she 
explained: 
So	his	balance	and	his	hopping	and	skipping	and	stuff	like	that	[was	recorded	as]	below	
average	or	something.	Not	that	I'm	worried	about	it,	but	I	thought	it	would	be	nice	for	the	
rest	of	this	year	to	do	a	bit	of	gymnastics	for	his	balance	and	his	core	stability.		
Melinda explained the skills taught at a weekly multi-sports class that Cameron attended: 
His	coach	is	really	good	-	what	they	do	is,	they	grab	a	whole	pile	of	skills	that	sports	can	
enhance:	turn	taking	and	you	know	-	mid-line	crossing	and	those	kinds	of	things	-	and	then	
whatever	sport	they	happen	to	be	doing,	use	that.	
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Mothers also expressed how they responded to aspects of their child’s play in a way 
that taught children social skills and values such as right from wrong, sharing and treating 
others with respect.  For example, Naomi, Deborah and Cate imparted their value of 
respecting life by refusing to play with their children if the play involved ‘shooting’ or 
‘killing’ and not allowing play guns in the house.  Children, in turn, responded to their 
understanding of their mother’s values.  For example, Cate described an episode of play in 
which her son insisted he was “shooting balloons, not bullets”, so that the play with her could 
continue. 
Fostering their child’s identity. 
All mothers easily identified their child’s favourite ways to play and saw that 
facilitating this was a way of supporting their identity development.  Benita noted the 
differences between her children’s play styles, saying that Marcus “really likes anything 
active” and describing Fiona as “a little artist crafter”.  She described her strategy of deciding 
activities for the day by asking the children to list what they wanted to do:		
[I	asked]	‘What	do	you	want	to	do	today	Fiona?’	and	she	says,	‘Painting’	and	I	was	like,	‘We	
always	do	painting’.	And	then	Marcus	[said],	‘Well	I’ll	need	to	go	to	[hardware	store],	that’s	
my	goal	and	to	play	on	the	playground’	–	and	I	[thought],	‘OK,	this	is	do-able’.			
The children were drawn to their favourite ways to play and could often engage in 
such play without parental involvement for extended periods of time because of their 
enjoyment and intrinsic motivation to play in that way.  For example, Billy was always 
‘fixing’ things with his pretend tools; Kurt would go straight to his train set when he arrived 
home from day care; and Poppy would start playing with her blocks when she woke each 
morning.  Mothers used their observations of their children’s play preferences to further 
facilitate that type of play.  For example, Deborah asked family members to buy play tools 
for Billy’s birthday gifts; Morgan ensured the train set was always accessible for Kurt, just as 
Kylie always left blocks out for Poppy.   
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Fostering their child’s opportunities for fun. 
Sometimes mothers created opportunities for play in order to simply open up the 
possibility of the child experiencing joy and delight, reflecting the perception that play is 
fundamental to the lives of preschool children.  Mothers left out objects they thought their 
child would have fun with, and took them on excursions to train museums, libraries, parks 
and festivals that they thought their child would enjoy.  Naomi described how she enjoyed 
seeing her children having fun in pretend play: 
I	suppose	seeing	them	just	being	really	cute	and	they	get	lost	in	it	[play],	like	it's	reality	for	
them	while	they're	playing.	Like	the	other	day,	Hannah	was	pretending	to	be	Noah's	wife	
and	they	were	dressed	up	and	she	was	going	over	and	talking	to	him	like	a	wife	and	all	of	
that,	and	they	were	just	so	into	it.		Just	watching	it	is	fun,	watching	the	way	they	do	it,	they	
get	lost	[in	play].	It	kind	of	takes	you	out	of	your	own	reality	for	a	couple	of	minutes.	
Sharing in Meaningful Connection with their Child 
The final guiding motivation related to the mothers wanting to promote connections 
with their children.  All of the participants demonstrated the pattern of sharing in meaningful 
connection with their children, which could be imagined as a transaction in which the mother 
and child express who they are, their needs, interests and preferences, through their actions 
and responses to the other’s expression of self.  While their focus was on their child’s play, 
mothers described expressing their own values, skills and interests through the way they 
interacted with and responded to their child’s play.  The type of play that mothers enjoyed 
sharing with their children and the type of play that they actively facilitated for their children 
reflected mothers’ interests.   
Mothers gave numerous examples of play that provided the opportunity for a special 
time of connection between parent and child.  I call these special opportunities ‘meaningful 
moments of connection’.  These interactions were sometimes ‘short and punchy’, such as the 
brief episodes of chasing the children around the house that Frances described.  Or they 
occurred when a longer activity was shared.  For example, Cate described how her husband, 
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Edward’s interest in Star Wars had contributed to his choice of resourcing their sons with 
Star Wars themed Lego and how she enjoyed building Lego with them.  This interest had 
pervaded a family project that Cate and her son Peter shared with me during our second 
interview.  Peter and Cate took me on a tour of the ‘space station’ that the whole family had 
made out of furniture boxes on the weekend.  As Cate explained:  
Edward	helped	him	[Gordon,	Peter’s	6	year	old	brother]	cut	big	holes	in	it	so	you	could	
crawl	in	and	we've	got	one	of	those	extendable	tunnels	-	he	attached	that	at	the	front	–	
[you]	had	to	crawl	through	the	tunnel	to	get	in.	I	started	taking	in	some	of	the	tea	set	stuff.	
Peter	took	in	a	whole	lot	of	[play]	food.	So	instead	of	just	pushing	buttons	and	imagining	
food	was	coming	out	he	pulled	in	all	his	wood	and	plastic	and	fake	food	and	dragged	all	
them	in	and	started	playing	that	way.	He	wanted	it	a	bit	more	concrete,	I	think.		
Play is not the only medium through which parents and children can have meaningful 
moments of connection; reading a book together, having a cuddle, going antique shopping, or 
chatting over morning tea at a café were just a few examples of other activities in which 
mothers described creating these moments.  However, play was an important vehicle through 
which this could occur. 
While all the above guiding motivations provide a foundation for mothers’ decisions 
about how they interact with their children’s play, their decisions about action at a given 
point in time appeared to be infused with the context of the situation.  That is, how mothers 
considered the contextual elements surrounding their children and their play helped to 
determine which guiding motivations had priority (to be discussed in process linkages) and 
what course of action they might take.  
Perceptions of Their Child, Their Play and its Context  
The second component of the theory was the major category of mothers’ perceptions 
of their child, their child’s play and its context.  I grouped these perceptions into: child 
characteristics, play elements and contextual elements.  Rather than focusing on the elements 
as specific factors for analysis, I focused on how mothers perceived these elements and how 
	113	
these perceptions contributed to their actions towards their children’s play.  The following 
examples from the data outline how mothers considered their perceptions in the study.    
Kurt’s enjoyment of playing with his train set demonstrates how his mother’s 
perceptions of these three elements influenced her actions.  The child characteristic is 
evident in his mother, Morgan’s, perception of him having a preference for constructive play 
with the train tracks because Kurt goes “straight to Thomas [train toys] and playing with 
them”, and the relevant play element was access to the train set.  These two elements then led 
Morgan to shape the context by ensuring Kurt always had access to his train set at home: 
A	lot	of	the	time	it	[the	train	set]	just	gets	left	in	the	lounge	room	now	because	it's	always	
pulled	out.	
Another example of a relevant play element is the consequence of a specific type of 
play.  Mothers discussed how they took into consideration the potential consequences of play 
when considering whether to support that play or not in the future.  Many mothers made 
reference to the ensuing mess (that they would be responsible for cleaning up) following 
creative play such as painting.  One of the vignettes in Chapter 8 explores this issue in detail 
with reference to creative play, examining how and why a mother chose to support such play.  
Contextual elements include the physical, social and temporal environments as well 
as parental characteristics.  Mothers considered the physical environmental context an 
important factor.  For example, one mother considered, and subsequently responded to, 
elements such as the heat and the environment around her home.  Melinda compared her 
situation in hilly Brisbane with her experiences of living in another city that was flat, and in 
which she would walk to meet regularly with other mothers who all lived within a block of 
each other.  Of Brisbane, she said: 
Lots	of	the	girls	from	playgroup	are	around,	but	it's	the	hills	-	the	geography	of	the	area.	
You	just	can't	get	out	and	walk	to	their	houses	because	they're,	you	know,	a	few	blocks	
away	and	if	it's	hot	and	you're	trying	to	push	two	kids	up	and	down	the	hill,	you	just	don’t	
do	it.		
	114	
Perceptions lead to iterations of play materials that mothers provided for their 
children.  In the first interview, Deborah observed that Billy was playing with his trucks in 
the loose dirt under the house (play element) rather than in the sandpit that she and her 
husband had installed: 
He	probably	doesn't	dig	in	that	[sandpit]	as	much	as	we	thought	he	would.	Like	he	does	do	
it,	but	he	tends	to	like	the	dirt	under	the	house...	So	after	my	husband	put	that	[sandpit]	in	
and	we	got	all	the	sand	carried	up	the	back,	he	just	wants	to	dig	in	the	dirt.		He	was	doing	
that	this	morning	-	he	was	up	under	there	[under	the	house],	digging	in	the	dirt.	
When I mentioned the sandpit in the second interview, Deborah exclaimed “Well we 
got rid of the sandpit on Saturday”.  Billy was enjoying soccer (child characteristic) and had 
requested a soccer net for Christmas.  However, the sandpit was in the only flat position 
available in their very steep backyard (physical context) and Deborah decided to remove the 
sandpit and set up the soccer set in its place.  The situation changed again by the third 
interview, as Deborah explained: 
Yeah,	so	we	got	that	[the	soccer	net]	for	Christmas	and	he	doesn't	use	it	a	lot.		He'll	get	it	
out	every	now	and	then…	but	he'll	complain	when	he	gets	it	out,	'oh	there's	not	enough	
grass	to	kick	around	on'.	
The busyness of local roads was another physical contextual element that mothers 
discussed.  Georgia and Cate both described how they would not let their children play 
independently outside the boundary of the yard because of the high car traffic in the local 
streets.  However, Leigh and Deborah, who lived in cul-de-sacs with only traffic from the 
residents of the street, did allow their children to play in the street independently.  Leigh 
explained that living in a quiet cul-de-sac, combined with the social contextual element of 
knowing the other parents in the street gave her confidence to allow her four year old 
daughter to independently walk to a neighbouring friend’s house to play.  She explained that 
although she had not specifically sought such contextual elements, she made the most of the 
opportunities they provided: 
I	guess	we	wouldn't	have	factored	that	in	when	we	bought	the	house,	but	I	think	maybe	it's	
more	about	utilising	what	you	have.	Like	you	can't	always	plan	where	you	live	or	who	your	
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neighbours	are	or	how	much	money	you	earn	or	all	those	things	but	then	thinking	within	
that	–	I’m	all	about	making	life	easier.	
The presence and age of siblings was another significant element of the social context 
of children’s play that was described by mothers.  Both three year old Peter and four year old 
Poppy loved to play with Lego but because Peter had an older brother and Poppy had a baby 
sister, their opportunities to play with Lego differed greatly.  Cate explained how Peter’s 
Lego play occurred frequently because his older brother already had the Lego out, and they 
would play alongside each other.  In contrast, Kylie only permitted Poppy to play with Lego 
during her infant sister’s nap time or before she woke in the morning, because the infant 
could choke on the small pieces of Lego. 
The mothers of children with older siblings (Cate, Naomi, Deborah, Benita, Georgia) 
described how their children often engaged in pretend play together.  Mothers of the children 
with younger siblings (Melinda, Kylie, Frances), as well as Leigh, whose older children were 
eight and ten and Morgan, the only mother of a single child in the study, described how 
pretend play typically occurred with friends, at kindergarten or day care. 
The temporal context was particularly important to mothers when they expressed 
having a limited amount of time to fulfil all their responsibilities and therefore, prioritised 
different activities.  For example, Morgan’s decision to remove the sand from the sandpit was 
influenced by her perception of the time commitment required to clean up the mess 
afterwards.  Naomi described the effect of an increase in her work hours to her playing with 
her children:  
With	[me]	working	more	days	and	the	pressure	for	time	and	drop	off	and	pick	up	and	all	of	
that	and	you’ve	got	to	get	readers	done	and	get	to	bed	at	a	good	time	so	that	you	don't	get	
too	tired	the	next	day	-	I'm	not	playing	with	them	as	much	as	I	used	to.	I	used	to	play	with	
them	a	lot	more.	
Mothers’ interests, play style, skills, values, energy, other roles and responsibilities 
and thresholds to risk all contributed to the parental context.  Mothers also considered their 
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own experiences from when they were children and play preferences when creating 
opportunities for their children’s play. For example, Cate explained: 
I	thought,	being	boys	-	I	mean	they	do	have	trucks	and	stuff	that	they	could	take	out	there	
[to	the	sandpit].	I	remember	when	I	was	little	I	used	to	love	doing	all	[that]	-	probably	
because	my	Dad's	an	engineer	and	I	remember	playing	with	him	and	building	roads	and	
bridges	and	tunnels	and	things	and	they	don't	seem	to	do	that.	I've	tried	a	few	times	with	
them	and	they're	not	that	interested	in	trucks	-	it's	cooking	things	and	castles.	
Some mothers were very interested in creative play and fostered this type of play with 
their children, other mothers avoided such play but were glad that their children had 
opportunities for such play at kindergarten or day care because they valued such creative 
play.  When mothers perceived themselves as lacking a skill (such as creativity) or having 
different interests from their children, this also impacted on the decisions they made in 
relation to their children’s play opportunities.  Cate explained that she was not actively 
pursuing her work as an artist while her children were young, however she enjoyed sharing 
her artistic interests with her sons.  She had taught them how to blend colours and had 
implemented a dedicated art cupboard with materials for drawing and craft that they could 
access at any time, as seen in Figure 6.1, and would set up paints on the outside deck. 
 
Figure 6.1. Cate’s art table for her sons 
In contrast to Cate, Morgan described how she did not like ‘messy play’ and did not 
facilitate painting or other art activities at home, knowing that Kurt would have these 
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opportunities at day care.  However, Morgan worked in information technology and chose to 
share a photograph of Kurt playing on the iPad to discuss how she valued this type of play.  
Morgan described Kurt’s iPad play as:  
Technological	play.		The	iPad,	I	think	has	had	a	big	influence	on	his	learning	-	whereas	he	
sees	it	as	a	–	definitely	as	a	play	device	and	it's	something	that	he	plays	with.		And	even	
though	-	I	think	because	traditionally	I	see	play	as	playing	with	trains	and	toys	and	all	of	
that,	I	thought	-	well	I	need	to	take	a	picture	of	iPad	play	because	it's	not	something	that	
you	would	traditionally	define	as	play	but	I	think	it's	got	a	big	influence.	
Leigh did not consider herself very competent at craft and messy play and her 
approach to these activities was a combination of Cate and Morgan’s approaches, in that she 
provided materials for craft play at home, but would only participate herself if she could 
follow instructions, or enlist the help of older siblings.  As Leigh explained:  
If	there's	a	set	board	game	or	something	I'm	much	more	comfortable	with	sitting	there	and	
playing	by	the	rules	but	I	do	find	it	hard	to	be	truly	creative	and	make	the	crafty	things.	
Mothers noted when they and their children shared similar or differing interests and 
how this affected their experiences.  For example, Benita explained that she and her daughter 
shared an interest in creative play, whereas she found the energy required to keep up with her 
son’s preference for active outdoor play challenging. 
Process Linkages 
The third component of the theory is process linkages, which are the mechanisms 
through which mothers’ actions are constructed in the process of shaping the context of 
children’s play.  Mothers’ descriptions revealed process linkages that combined their 
fundamental guiding motivations with respect to their perceptions of their children’s play and 
its context at any point in time, and often resulted in establishing priorities for action.  These 
process linkages were: 1. weighing up competing priorities, 2. trumping priorities, 3. creating 
win-win opportunities, and 4. opening up possibilities.  There was also a process linkage 
generated primarily from the child when the mother did not perceive that there was conflict 
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with any of their guiding motivations when responding to their child.  This process linkage 
was 5. responding to child-led actions, when a child initiated play or requested assistance.   
Weighing Up Competing Priorities 
The process linkage of weighing up competing priorities refers to what mothers did 
when their guiding motivations were in conflict in a particular situation.  They weighed up 
these competing priorities with their perceptions of their child, the play and the contextual 
elements, when determining the action they would take.  Mothers discussed how their 
awareness of both the time it would take to facilitate or participate in children’s play and the 
consequences of children’s play, such as mess for the mother to clean up, influenced the 
types of play they chose to facilitate or discourage.  Due to the multitude of parenting tasks 
and activities associated with other roles that mothers were responsible for, mothers 
described how limiting their children’s play was necessary when it came into conflict with 
these other valued activities.   
Mothers’ discussions revealed that the guiding motivation of fulfilling a range of 
responsibilities, especially in relation to household work, often conflicted with the motivation 
of fostering children’s opportunities for fun.  Deborah explained the potential conflict 
between household demands and playing with her children: 
I'd	sit	down	and	play	with	them	all	day	if	my	husband	didn't	then	come	home	and	go,	‘How	
come	the	washing's	not	done,	where's	my	dinner’.	Not	that	he's	like	that,	but	you	know	
what	I	mean?	You	have	some	sense	of	having	to	do	something	when	you're	at	home.			
Although Kylie was motivated to take her children to the park for a play date after 
kindergarten, she reluctantly decided that going to the park that day was not the priority:  
Ultimately	-	I	just	want	to	go	to	the	park	and	let	her	have	a	play.	But	I	also	know	that	
there's	a	million	other	things	I've	got	to	get	done	and	that	have	to	be	done	before	she	goes	
to	bed	and	before	I	give	her	dinner.	Julian's	[Kylie’s	husband]	not	going	to	be	home	until	
after	the	kids	are	in	bed	tonight,	so	there's	all	those	things	that	I	know	I	need	to	do	as	well	
-	just	by	myself.	And	then	I	feel	this	guilt	that	well,	her	friends	are	going	to	be	there	and	do	
I	say	to	her	today,	‘no,	you	can't	go	to	the	park’	or	do	I	just	go,	‘no	we	can't	go	today’	-	
when	it's	a	beautiful	sunny	day	and	we	should	probably	go	because	it	might	rain	
tomorrow.	
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Cate explained how she used the television to manage her competing priorities in the 
afternoon:  
It's	just	the	way	I	manage	the	time,	I	mean	I	can't	be	sitting	down	playing	with	them.	It	
might	change	when	they're	a	bit	older	-	I	don't	know.	But	in	the	afternoon,	they	come	
home,	have	afternoon	tea,	we	play	till	at	least	4/4.30	and	then	I'll	put	the	TV	on	and	while	
the	TV's	on	then	I	cook	dinner.	
Even within the parenting role, the mothers interviewed described making choices about the 
relative priority of different children’s needs, such as between playing with a preschool child, 
listening to a school aged child read and attending to the physical care of an infant.   
Weighing up competing priorities also featured when mothers considered different 
types of play.  A number of mothers noted that children followed their interests and passions 
and focused predominantly on one type of play to the exclusion of other varieties of play.  
For example, they described how their children who were drawn to a certain type of play 
such as doll play, construction play or physically active play would not necessarily initiate 
other types of play without the influence of others.  Some mothers discussed the dilemma this 
raised for them as they watched their child almost obsessively wanting to continue with one 
type of play as they considered whether to inhibit such play in order to allow for alternative 
play opportunities that could benefit other aspects of their child’s development. 
Trumping Priorities 
In contrast to weighing up competing priorities, trumping priorities refers to the 
process linkage in which a particular guiding motivation always surpassed any conflicting 
guiding motivation.  This process was evident regarding safety, when mothers made 
decisions that play situations were not safe for their children.  Mothers deemed different 
levels of risk as acceptable, and demonstrated thresholds that they were not prepared to cross.  
I use the term safety risk threshold in this thesis to describe the maximum level of risk in an 
activity that is acceptable to a mother, beyond which safety becomes a trumping priority and 
she does not allow the activity to continue due to concerns for their child’s safety.  This 
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process linkage was often an unconscious, default position for mothers, in that they explained 
that their automatic reaction was to protect their child from harm.  The process linkage of 
trumping priorities is exemplified when mothers did not allow their children to play on the 
street due to the busyness of the traffic.  For example, when discussing opportunities for 
having challenges in play, Cate explained:  
I	think	it's	[challenges	in	play]	very	important,	but	I’m	still	don't	know	that	I'm	going	to	be	
the	kind	of	parent	who	will	just	send	the	kids	out	to	play	like	we	did…	We	had	a	quiet	dead-
end	street	[when	I	was	a	child]	with	a	park	down	the	end.	So	that	again	-	that's	different	
from	here	–	where	-	because	this	road	out	here	is	very	busy.	
Many mothers mentioned how they were confronted with the dilemma of stopping 
play due to trumping safety concerns or allowing the play by assessing the situation in terms 
of weighing up priorities.  Deborah described this dilemma with regards to her daughter 
climbing:   
When	she	hangs	upside	down	on	say	monkey	bars	I'm	like	[draws	back	physically]	and	it	
takes	all	my	energy	to	not	give	way	and	sometimes	it	gets	the	better	of	me	and	I	say,	‘ok,	
that's	it	I've	had	enough’.		When	they	were	little	I’d	make	myself	take	them	to	parks	and	
stuff	like	that	but	I	was	very	choosy	of	which	park	I	went	to	because	l’d	know	-	if	I	go	to	
that	one	she's	going	to	want	to	go	and	do	this,	and	I’m	not	ready	for	that.	
Other mothers identified circumstances in which they considered whether they were 
being overprotective or not.  When discussing how she limited her children from riding their 
bikes from a certain height up a hill, Deborah made reference to not wanting to be a 
“helicopter parent”, by closely monitoring her children’s every move.  She then noted that 
she wanted them to enjoy such risky play, but jokingly said that if they experienced harm, it 
was better that it was “not on my watch”, but when her husband was supervising.  
Georgia also described the line between being overprotective and giving her children 
opportunities for challenge: 
I've	got	to	think	about	my	childhood	and	we	used	to	just	leave	the	house	and	be	gone	all	
day	and	we'd	just	come	home	for	meals	and	I	was	probably	Courtney's	age	or	younger	and	
my	brother	would	do	that	whereas	now	it	seems	like	we're	too	on	the	kids	all	the	time	so	
it's	good	for	them	to	have	a	little	bit	of	independence	and	freedom	but	still	be	able	to	be	
there	if	anything	happens.	
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Some mothers were aware of the possible negative consequences of being overprotective on 
children’s emotional development, illustrated by Georgia’s remark “if we're always on top of 
them, then how are they going to foster independence and confidence?”  However, she also 
made reference to stories of “being a negligent parent” when discussing how she supervised 
her children in the pool within line of sight from the kitchen.  
Creating Win-Win Opportunities 
Mothers sought to create win-win opportunities in which they addressed a number of 
their guiding motivations at the same time.  For example, if a child was playing 
independently and happily for a period of time, this provided mothers with the opportunity to 
do other tasks, creating a win-win opportunity.  The win-win opportunities most frequently 
discussed involved mothers doing household tasks such as cooking or cleaning while their 
children played nearby.  Melinda described a play activity that her children were motivated to 
do while she cleaned the house as a “keeping them busy type task”.  Detailed examples of 
such situations will be provided in the parental action category of peripherally supervising 
play in Chapter 7. 
Mothers frequently discussed creating win-win opportunities as a strategy for turning 
conflicting motivations into a positive outcome, allowing them to fulfil their multiple roles 
and responsibilities while gaining their desired outcomes for their children.  For example, 
Naomi described making time for her to help her daughter with reading by sending Noah 
outside to play:  
If	I'm	sitting	down	doing	a	reader	with	Hannah	-	I	don't	want	Noah	to	keep	interrupting,	so	
I'll	send	him	outside	sometimes	'go	and	play	on	the	trampoline	or	in	the	cubby	house'	so	
that	I	can	just	have	some	concentrated	time	with	her,	‘cause	she	gets	annoyed	if	he	keeps	
interrupting.	
Morgan explained why she removed the sand from her son’s sandpit with reference to 
her motivation to avoid mess that would take her time and energy to clean up, while being 
motivated for her son to experience playing in sand.  She was glad when she resolved that he 
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could play in a sandpit at day care and, therefore, they did not need to have a sandpit at home.  
As she said: 
It	creates	mess	–	I	don’t	like	it.	It	takes	time	to	clean	up	and	time	to	go	in.	And,	I	don’t	have	
to	do	it	because	he	gets	that	experience	at	school	[day	care].	
Mothers also described win-win opportunities in which the mother was able to ‘play’ 
in parallel with their child, thus addressing the guiding motivation of expressing their own 
sense of self, while also giving their child an opportunity to play as well.  For example, 
Benita texted me the following message from her mobile phone between our interviews:  
Hi	rachel,	thought	u	might	fond	[find]	this	amusing/interesting,	Marcus	just	asked	me	to	
play	at	[hardware	store]	playground	and	I	told	him	I	was!		I	was	making	a	necklace,	while	
watching	from	the	bench.	(Packed	it	especially	coz	I	knew	we’d	have	to	stop	at	
playground!).		[He	said,]	“Mum,	that’s	not	how	u	play!	It’s	like	this!”	and	runs	off!	Very	
funny	J		
As Benita explained in our next interview, “I thought, I can take my own craft and so I just 
sat and watched and did my thing”.  This episode was an opportunity for both of them to 
play: her son liked active play and Benita liked to create jewellery.  Mothers described many 
instances of meeting with others at the park, playgroup or someone else’s house as an 
opportunity for children to play together while the mothers socialised with friends, with 
Melinda referring to talking to her friends as ‘play’ for her: 
He	would	play	with	his	friends,	and	I	would	play	with	–	talk	to	–	the	mums,	and	that	was	
really	great.		
Another example of win-win situations being created through play was when mothers 
used play as a means of gaining cooperation from their children.  Like the song from Mary 
Poppins, A Spoonful of Sugar, mothers described making games of tasks such as tidying toys 
or getting dressed for the day, so that the child would have fun while performing a task that 
the mother had requested.  A number of such examples are described in the “injecting 
playfulness” action section in Chapter 7. 
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Opening up Possibilities 
There were times when mothers acted to facilitate play when they had no guiding 
motivations that were conflicting and were not attempting to address a number of priorities at 
once.  At these times, they would open up possibilities by acting in a particular way to 
support play.  When mothers bought specific toys or allowed access to household objects for 
play, they were often thinking of how they could foster their child’s development and 
learning or opportunities for fun.  In making different play resources available via the process 
linkage of opening up possibilities, mothers actively created affordances for different types of 
play.  For example, Cate explained that for son Peter’s birthdays she bought him a range of 
presents including a rocket ship, Lego, music, books and puzzles in order to “spread it across 
different types of playing”.  Kylie explained how she rotated boxes of toys into the house and 
out into storage under the house to provide a variety of playthings for her children.  In these 
circumstances, the link between the guiding motivation of knowing and growing their child 
and the action of resourcing play was the process linkage of opening up possibilities.  
Responding to Child-led Actions 
Interviews often contained descriptions of times that mothers responded to their 
children without necessarily being consciously aware that they were doing so.  Mothers 
might change their actions in response to their children’s actions without perceiving that they 
were making a choice.  For example, when children woke up before their mothers and would 
start to play, their mothers would be supervising the play peripherally, even though the 
primary activity they were engaged in was resting.  There were also times when children 
requested assistance or involvement from their mother and the mother responded without 
consciously considering any alternative actions.    
Process linkages also give an indication of why mothers might change their decisions 
at different points in time.  For example, Melinda had been going to playgroup with the 
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children because it provided her with a way of meeting other local parents as well as 
providing the children with an opportunity for play, thus creating a win-win opportunity for 
Melinda and the children.  However, through weighing up competing priorities, Melinda 
decided to stop participating in the playgroup after a time because it no longer met their 
needs: it was too much work preparing and cleaning up, the children were not benefitting 
from it and she had established the social connections.  As she explained in the interview:  
M:	I	quit	playgroup	just	because	the	ages	weren't	right.	Cameron	was	too	old	for	it	and	
Carrie	-	well,	she	got	bitten.	It	just	got	high	stress	-	it	was	a	really	high	commitment,	you	
know	-	the	activities	and	you'd	rustle	up	something	for	it	every	week	and	I	always	seemed	
to	be	doing	it	at	the	last	minute.	And	not	getting	much	benefit	out	of	it.	
Rachel:	So,	the	parents	were	taking	responsibility	for	the	activities,	you	mean?	
M:	Oh,	yeah.	It's	parent	run	and	there	was	more	than	that,	it	was	-	we're	changing	halls	
and	you	know,	somebody's	got	to	organise	to	get	the	possums	out	of	the	toy	thing	and	the	
toys	have	to	be	cleaned	every	so	often	-	it's	as	much	work	as	a	kindy	sometimes.	And	I	
have	the	social	connections	now,	so	I	don't	need	it.	She	[Carrie]	doesn't	enjoy	it,	Cameron's	
too	old	for	it.		
The conditions and process linkages that underpin the parental action categories 
demonstrate how shaping the context of children’s play is a process that is informed by 
mothers’ perceptions and guiding motivations.  Because the outcomes of process linkages are 
most evident in the decisions mothers make about their actions towards children’s play, 
further examples of process linkages are discussed with reference to the specific actions in 
Chapter 7.  
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Chapter 7 
Results – Parental Actions Towards Their Children’s Play 
This chapter explores in detail the mechanisms through which parents shape the 
context of their children’s play – their actions.  When providing an overview of the theory in 
Chapter 5, I presented the major category of parental actions with reference to the amount of 
interaction involved (the interaction continuum) and the degree to which the parents restrict 
or facilitate their children’s play (the gatekeeping continuum).  In figure 5.5, I plotted 
continua on two crossed axes, creating the following four quadrants: sharing, cultivating, 
limiting and stopping play.  In this chapter, I describe the properties, conditions and 
consequences of the types of action within these quadrants in detail with participant quotes.  
The restricting play quadrants of limiting and stopping play are less extensive than the 
quadrants that describe play facilitation (sharing and cultivating play), in which there is 
greater variation in parental action.  The limiting and stopping quadrants are dominated by 
non-play experiences and the circumstances that led away from play.   
Sharing Quadrant  
This quadrant contains parental actions that are most likely to be regarded as play, as 
well as actions that are not limited to play.  In the sharing quadrant, there is some degree of 
interaction between the parent and child that facilitates the child’s opportunity for play.  That 
is, the parent and child are connected and relate together with regard to the child’s play in a 
way that supports the opportunity for play.  Although the child is playing, the parent may or 
may not be playing with their child.  This quadrant includes three types of actions: 1. co-
playing, 2. incorporating children’s play in the everyday, and 3. resourcing play episodes (see 
Figure 7.1).   
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Figure 7.1. The sharing quadrant of parental action 
Co-playing. 
In co-playing, the parent and child share in play activities together, such as games, 
craft activities or pretend play scenarios.  There is a high degree of interaction but play 
facilitation can vary from low to high for this category (see the white broken line in Figure 
7.1).  When both parent and child are motivated to play in the same way, the facilitation of 
play is high.  However, if the adult is being too directive or controlling in their play, the 
degree of facilitation is lower.  Co-playing ceases if the parent or child does something to 
stop the episode, moving the action out of sharing and into the stopping quadrant.  Similarly, 
if the parent does something else and is no longer interacting with the child but the child 
continues with their play, the parent has moved into the cultivating quadrant.  
All mothers who participated in the study described instances in which their actions 
were focused on co-playing with their child.  Co-playing demands parents’ full attention and 
there is no scope for the parent to multitask with other activities.  Mothers universally 
differentiated between co-playing in which, as Kylie explained, they were “completely 100% 
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focused” on playing with the child versus other playful interactions that were incorporated 
typically within non-play activities.  
Mothers described how they sought to play with their child in activities that felt like 
play for the mother, creating win-win opportunities in which both could experience play.  As 
such, the mother’s guiding motivation was to share in meaningful connection with her child, 
and expressing her interests and skills was possible through the action of playing together.  
The examples of Cate sharing in art activities, Lego and space station building with her 
children in the guiding motivation discussion in the previous chapter were also examples of 
co-playing.  Naomi described a photograph of an indoor cubby-house ‘tent’ she and her 
children had made together out of sheets one long weekend at Noah’s request.  They then 
pretended they were camping, which was a favourite family activity, and played board games 
inside with a torch. 
Although some play activities were fun for both children and mothers, some episodes 
of co-playing, usually in the context of child-led play, did not feel like play to the mother 
(because they themselves were not intrinsically motivated for the activity).  In these 
circumstances, the mother described making a conscious decision, through weighing up 
competing priorities, to prioritise participating in the child’s request to play over the other 
activities she would prefer to be doing.  For example, Benita described a pretend play 
scenario in which, after weighing up competing priorities, she gave her son, Marcus, the 
opportunity to direct the play:  
I	had	to	be	a	horse	the	other	day.	It	was	really	boring.	We've	got	a	little	wire	fence	that	I	
had	to	sit	in	on	a	chair	and	[I	asked],	'Ok,	can	I	go	now?'	[Marcus	replied],	'No'.	It’s	a	pen	
this	big	[indicating	the	size	of	a	children’s	play	pen].	Marcus	was	like,	‘No,	it's	your	turn	to	
be	the	horse.'	[I	thought	to	myself],	‘That's	ok,	because	I	don't	think	I	do	a	lot	of	it	[pretend	
play]	-	I	might	every	now	and	then’.	[I	thought	to	myself]	‘Just	chill	out,	align	yourself	with	
what	they're	doing’.	And	because	I	don't	have	big	time	restrictions	or	I	don't	have	good	
self-discipline	in	time,	I'm	not	sure	which	it	is,	I	can	do	that	and	I	thought,	‘This	is	more	
important	to	you	right	now’.	
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When we discussed the ‘corralled horse’ episode again in the next interview, Benita 
said, “being a horse in that horse pen wasn’t very fun – I just had to neigh occasionally”.  
Even though she was playing, Benita said it felt like “an imposed scenario” and that she was 
“not there at the moment” in terms of playing in an imaginary world.  Benita found co-
playing in pretend play a challenge in this instance.  This sentiment was echoed by a number 
of other mothers.  
Mothers described that the challenges of co-playing arose from competing demands 
on their time, differences in play preferences between child and mother, and the child’s 
directive nature in the play interactions.  Kylie described how she found it difficult to “be” 
four years old again, to be able to play ‘babies’ at the same level as her daughter.  Cate, Kylie 
and Melinda all said that being involved in pretend play scenarios with their children could 
be “boring” for them.  In the following quote, Kylie described how she was motivated to play 
with her children, but found such involvement challenging due to both competing priorities 
and her personal experience of pretend play: 
I	sometimes	think:	I	don't	know	if	I	play	enough	with	them….	I	sometimes	worry	that	I'm	
not	playful	enough	-	that	I	set	up	more	play	spaces,	but	I	don't	actually	interact	some	of	the	
time.	I	do	find	that	difficult,	because	there's	that	side	of	me	that	wants	to	play	and	the	
other	side	of	me	that	thinks,	I've	got	a	million	other	things	I	need	to	be	doing.	And	I	know	
this	sounds	really,	really	poor,	but	sometimes	it	can	be	really	quite	boring	[SAID	IN	A	
WHISPER].	And	I	know	that	sounds	really	terrible,	but	you	know	-	there's	only	so	many	tea	
parties	that	you	can	have	without	just	being	bored	out	of	your	brain.	
In this quote, Kylie was concerned that she was not playing directly with her children 
enough, a sentiment shared by some of the mothers.  However, other mothers did not feel it 
was their role to be a play partner for their preschool children.  Instead, they facilitated their 
children’s play with other children and engaged in other types of parental involvement with 
children’s play, such as incorporating play into household tasks.  Mothers also described how 
they preferred sharing with their children in other types of play and were glad that other 
environments such as kindergarten provide opportunities and playmates for pretend play.   
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Deborah made the observation that her parents engaged in a lot of pretend co-play 
with her children, even though they had not played with her in that way when she was a 
child.  As grandparents, they had more time to dedicate to following her children’s lead in 
play than she herself felt she had.  As she explained: 
I	think	that’s	probably	just	a	grandparent	thing.	But	like	-	I	came	home	from	work	one	day	
and	my	Dad's	lying	on	the	floor	with	pretend	bandages	round	him	and	this	is	not	-	my	Dad	
is	just	not	-	like	growing	up	he	just	wouldn't	have	done	that….	My	Mum's	going	'oh	dear,	
what's	happened	to	him,	what	do	you	think	we	should	do?'	and	they're	being	the	doctor	
'oh	yes,	no,	oh,	oh	-what	about	his	foot,	what	do	you	think?'.	I	[thought]	'oh,	for	goodness	
sake'	-	they're	all	in	the	scenario	with	them.		
Sometimes mothers used co-play as a means of teaching their children new skills.  
Mothers described many examples of helping their child learn a task within a co-playing 
context, such as Morgan showing Kurt how to connect the curves of the train track pieces 
while they were playing trains together.   
Because of the time requirements of co-playing, mothers commented that it was often 
difficult to find the time for playing with their children in this way, especially when they had 
competing priorities such as household, infant care or work demands.  Therefore, through the 
process linkage of weighing up priorities, the mothers often chose an alternative action that 
did not take up as much dedicated time as co-playing with their child, such as incorporating 
children’s play in the everyday. 
Incorporating play in the everyday. 
Incorporating play occurs when the parent and child both participate in an activity that 
would not primarily be classed as play, but it is either done in a playful manner or the activity 
is undertaken in such a way that it feels like play for the child.  The label for this type of 
action came directly from Frances, who compared making time for separate activities with 
children with trying to “incorporate play in the everyday”, in which children can “be 
experiencing the day to day activities of life”.  Because there is another task being done in 
this type of parental action, the degree of play facilitation does not extend as high as co-
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playing can, however there can be an equally high degree of interaction between the parent 
and child (the dark broken line in Figure 7.1).  
Injecting playfulness into a non-play activity and supporting children’s participation 
in household tasks are both examples of incorporating children’s play in the everyday.  The 
activities into which mothers in this study discussed incorporating play included tasks of 
daily living such as brushing hair, bathing and eating meals or household management tasks 
such as preparing food, cleaning, gardening, assembling furniture, laundering or shopping.  
These types of actions are comparable to Primeau’s (1998) strategies of inclusion by parents 
embedding preschool children’s play in household work.  That is, Primeau identified 
“parental participation in play within household work” (injecting playfulness) and 
“scaffolded play within household work” (p. 191) (supporting children’s participation in 
household tasks) as ways in which parents included children’s play within household chores.   
Injecting playfulness. 
Injecting playfulness into non-play activities is a type of incorporating play that 
mothers described.  Examples within self-care tasks included singing while brushing hair, 
playing with toys in the bath or turning the outdoor slide and paddle pool into a bath by 
adding soap on a hot day.  Frances described how she and the children injected playfulness 
into greeting her husband when he returned home from work by hiding to surprise him.  
While this was not a formal episode of play, it had become part of a ritual of welcoming her 
husband home of an evening in a playful way.  Naomi described how playful pretending, 
could be incorporated into other activities, such as having their lunch on playground 
equipment that became “a pirate ship”:  
Today	we	went	to	the	park	and	he	[Noah]	said	he	was	going	to	have	his	lunch.	We	went	up	
on	the	big	platform,	and	he	said,	“we're	pirates	on	a	pirate	ship”.	So	we	were	sort	of	
pirates	eating	on	a	pirate	ship,	so	I	was	kind	of	part	of	it	then.	
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She explained that having the time and a lack of conflict with other demands were some of 
the factors that needed to be in place for her to engage in such play.  This also created a win-
win opportunity, in that the children could be fed while they all played together:  
If	I've	put	in	my	head	-	we're	having	a	tea	party.	I'm	not	doing	anything	right	now	and	I've	
done	other	things	that	I	needed	to	do,	then	I	can	sit	and	relax	and	talk	fancy.	And,	if	I	time	
it	around	afternoon	tea	time,	I	know	that	they're	needing	to	get	their	afternoon	tea.	
Mothers also described how injecting play into activities could help to gain children’s 
cooperation or change their mood when participating in otherwise mundane tasks.  Frances 
pretended to be “the captain speaking” when calling her daughter down from her room for 
dinner.  Georgia explained how dancing helped during the morning routine: 
Courtney's	been	really	emotional	lately	…	if	we	have	music	on	or	she's	occupied	then	we	
don't	seem	to	get	into	that	-	it	feels	like	a	different	atmosphere	and	we've	got	to	do	the	
stuff	but	we	can	still	have	a	little	dance	and,	if	there's	a	line	[of	the	song]	that	we	really	
like,	we	can	sing	together…	You've	got	to	get	ready	everyday;	you	may	as	well	make	it	fun.	
After describing dancing when getting ready in the morning, I asked Georgia if there were 
times she would not inject play into the morning routine.  She answered that she would not 
inject play if it was “a stressful day for me” or days that she had to get to work.  
A number of mothers noted that injecting playfulness by making ‘tidying toys’ into a 
game did not always work.  This may be because the children saw through their parent’s 
agenda and realised that it was more about the outcome than the game, so they decided they 
did not want to play.  As Morgan said in the interview: 
Morgan:	I	thought	I	was	there	…	we	[Kurt	and	I]	were	tidying	up	and	packing	up	and	stuff	
but	I	don't	know,	the	objections	just	became	too	much.	
Rachel:	So	was	he	a	willing	participant	for	a	bit?	
Morgan:	Yes,	for	a	bit,	yeah,	then	I	think	he	cottoned	on	that	it	wasn't	really	a	game.	
Rachel:	That	there	was	a	parental	agenda?	
Morgan:	Yeah,	then	it	all	collapsed	-	too	much	hard	work.	
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Supporting children’s participation in household tasks. 
Another way that play could be incorporated in the everyday was by the child’s 
participation in household tasks.  Examples provided by the mothers included cooking, 
cleaning and household repair tasks.  Mothers considered their children to be playing when 
they chose to participate in such adult work tasks.  These situations were a key way that 
mothers created win-win opportunities for themselves and children.  Rather than being in 
conflict about making a choice between playing with a child or doing household tasks as 
segregated activities when weighing up priorities, mothers were able to combine both tasks 
and manage their household needs while also interacting and connecting meaningfully with 
their child.  
Many mothers described supporting children’s participation in household tasks, such 
as cooking and cleaning, as activities they enjoyed doing with their child.  Often the mother 
structured the activity so as to facilitate the participation of the child who was not yet skilled 
in executing the complete task.  Supporting children’s participation in household activities 
provides an opportunity for parents to teach children everyday life skills.  These descriptions 
demonstrated the mothers’ awareness of the skills of their child, and how the mother 
provided tasks at a level that their child could do with support.  Leigh, Cate, Melinda, 
Deborah, and Frances all described how their preschool children helped in baking through 
simple tasks such as stirring, cracking the eggs, tipping in ingredients, painting pastry with 
oil, rolling and pressing out biscuit shapes.  Leigh’s daughter, Jasmine, was present when 
Leigh gave the following description of their cooking meals:  
And	you	[to	Jasmine]	can	cook	the	rice,	you	wash	the	rice	in	the	rice	cooker,	pour	the	
water	out,	wash	the	vegies	-	she	loves	doing	it	all…	She'll	bring	over	that	red	chair	or	this	
one	sometimes	[the	chair	Jasmine	is	sitting	on],	and	she’s	right	next	to	me	[at	the	kitchen	
bench].	So	Jasmine's	most	keen.	
There were a number of perceptions that were conditional for mothers to engage their 
children in play in this way: 1. the child needed to be motivated to do the task; 2. the mother 
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needed sufficient skills, time and energy to incorporate the learning and playing child; and 3. 
the mother needed to accept the possible outcome of the activity (which might not meet the 
same standards as when she did the activity herself).  
Firstly, for the activity to be play, children needed to be willing participants and 
motivated to do the activity, rather than being told to participate.  Kurt, Billy and Cameron all 
enjoyed vacuuming and Deborah described how Billy requested that she delay cleaning the 
bath on her cleaning day until he returned home, so that he could participate.  Georgia 
commented that the girls were very proud of their involvement with cooking tacos for dinner 
the night before our interview and they were then able to share with their father the meal they 
had made.  She said: 
I	said	to	Brendan	‘oh	look	the	girls	helped	with	that’,	and	he	said	'oh,	great!’	Then	you	see	
their	little	chests	pop	up.	
If the child did not freely choose to participate in the activity, it was no longer play 
for them, but work.  For example, Melinda described the difference between Cameron 
initiating activities he sought such as washing the windows or vacuuming, with her needing 
to implement a reward system for making his bed, an undesirable activity for Cameron.   
Secondly, mothers explained that they needed extra time and energy to incorporate 
teaching the child at their skill level as well as managing the consequences of the child’s less 
skilful involvement, compared to when they were doing the activity alone.  Having their 
children participate in household activities could result in subsequent work for mothers.  
When considering how they could involve children in the task, mothers took into account 
their child’s skill level and were aware that more mess could result when children ‘helped’ 
with cooking or cleaning.  Thus, mothers used the process linkage of weighing up competing 
priorities when determining if they would include the child.  Georgia described how she had 
considered the consequences of her daughters’ involvement with cooking tacos: it would 
create more mess for her to clean up.  However she weighed up her competing priorities and 
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decided that her guiding motivation to foster the girls’ development of “life skills” took 
priority over the extra cleaning demands associated with fulfilling a range of responsibilities:  
They	like	helping	with	dinner,	so	last	night	we	had	Mexican...We've	got	a	little	herb	and	
lettuce	garden	that	we've	been	growing,	so	[I	asked]	'who	wants	to	go	get	the	lettuce'	and	
it's	like	'oh	me,	me'	and	‘you	do	that	job’.	And	Courtney	was	cutting	up	the	tomatoes	and	
Chelsea	came	back	and	washed	the	lettuce	and	they	eat	their	food	and	they	feel	like	
they're	involved	in	the	meal…It's	fun	but	it's	also	building	a	life	skill.	So,	growing	up	for	me,	
I	wasn't	allowed	in	the	kitchen	because	I'd	make	too	much	mess…	Whereas	with	my	kids,	
oh	well	again	-	What's	the	best	thing	that's	going	to	happen?	What's	the	worst	thing	that's	
going	to	happen?	So	what	if	there's	tomato	splashed	all	over	the	floor?	That's	something	
that	can	be	remedied	pretty	easily	and	if	they	learn	something	from	it,	then	that's	good.	
In addition to available time and energy, the mother’s perception of her own skills for 
the task and ability to incorporate the child’s participation were important.  Benita explained 
how Fiona had requested to make Tiramisu for dessert, and that she had said “no”, because 
she did not have the “mental capacity and energy” to help Fiona make something of that 
complexity.  Thus, Benita said “I’m happy to have them grate cheese or carrots ... If she’d 
said jelly, I could have come at jelly”.  Deborah explained that Billy went through a stage of 
wanting to make special desserts, which, she said, “drove me crazy”, when she had other 
priorities for the day.  She resolved the situation by delegating dessert making with Billy to 
her husband (an example of outsourcing play, discussed in the following section).  Deborah 
explained:  
He	[Billy]	got	into	his	head	every	day,	it	was	every	Wednesday	and	Thursday	when	we	were	
home	together	we	had	to	make	dessert.	We	had	to	make	it	for	dinner	and	it	had	to	involve	
pastry…	Every	day	we'd	drop	her	[Billy’s	sister]	off	at	school,	we'd	get	home	and	[Billy	
would	say],	‘right,	we	have	to	make	dessert	now’.	[I’d	say],	'Mate	-	Mummy's	got	to	do	this	
and	this	and	this'	and	he	said	‘well,	I'll	make	it’.	And	so	he’d	start	getting	random	things	out	
of	the	cupboard	-	like	cornflower	and	bicarb	soda	and	brown	sugar	and	I	said,	'well	mate,	
you	can't	just	make	it,	I	actually	need	to	help	you	do	it	because	you	won't	know	what's	the	
right	thing	to	do'.	And	he	used	to	get	so	cross	with	me	because	he	couldn't	just	do	it	and	
why	did	I	have	to	do	a	recipe…	I	ended	up	palming	that	one	off	and	said	[to	Billy],	‘This	is	
something	you	can	do	with	Daddy	-	because	Mummy	likes	recipes,	Daddy's	better	without	
recipes’.	
Naomi explained that she chose to cook without the children present (when they had 
gone to bed), because otherwise it could be drawn out to be a “three hour long activity” - an 
amount of time not available to her on the days that she worked outside the home.  Working 
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parents may be particularly cognisant of the time pressures associated with incorporating play 
in this manner.  
Thirdly, the mothers described how involving the child required accepting that the 
activity would not necessarily be done to the same standard as if the mother did the activity 
on her own.  When talking about cooking tacos with her children, Georgia commented that, 
“a lot of frustration builds up in me”.  When asked what she found frustrating about the girls 
being involved in such activities, Georgia explained that in addition to the consequences for 
time, letting go of her expectations on the quality of the outcome of the activity was difficult: 
Because	it	takes	longer	and	there's	a	lot	of	mess	and	they	probably	don't	do	it	exactly	the	
right	way.	Like,	in	my	mind,	if	I	want	everything	to	be	perfect	and	nice,	then	it's	not	like	
that	[when	choosing	to	involve	the	children].	But	last	night	we	sat	down	and	I	had	the	
cheese	that	Chelsea	[had]	grated	and	there	was	all	carrot	mixed	with	it	and	then	the	carrot	
was	grated	and	there	were	half	bits	they	were	kind	of	chopped	and	the	tomatoes	-	some	
bits	were	tiny,	some	bits	were	really	chunky.	
Letting go of expectations for how well the task would be done was also discussed by 
Melinda when sharing the episode about her son, Cameron, cleaning windows.  I explore this 
play episode in detail in the next chapter.  
Resourcing play episodes. 
The third type of parental action in the sharing quadrant is resourcing play episodes.  
While parents acted in a range of ways to resource their children’s play, the aspect of 
resourcing in this quadrant is characterised by interaction with the child (the aspect of 
resourcing play where the parent is not interacting with their child is presented in the section 
on the cultivating quadrant).  To resource their children’s play episodes, parents provide 
physical materials, space, permission, ideas, verbal encouragement or social opportunities.  
These support their children's play without the parent having to sustain direct involvement in 
the activity.  This action can occur anywhere within the shaping quadrant (see green broken 
line in Figure 7.1) because parents can be highly interactive and highly facilitative when 
resourcing, for example, providing physical assistance to hang up a sheet for a cubby-house 
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at the child’s request or less interactive and less facilitative, such as making a suggestion, 
which the child may or may not follow.  When mothers resourced play episodes, they often 
intended to help the children prolong or commence play.  Mothers described many ways that 
they or the children’s fathers became involved in resourcing play episodes.  Motivations and 
examples include:  
• Stepping in to help when they observed the child being stuck or struggling – Melinda 
stopping cooking to help Cameron find Lego pieces when he played near her in the 
kitchen.  
• Adding a new dimension to the play to help sustain it – Benita described how she 
asked “who needs mattresses?” when her children were building a cubby-house. 
• Promoting the development of a new skill – Kylie taking her daughter for a bike ride. 
• Allowing the child’s novel use of objects by responding to the child’s initiative – 
Morgan allowing upturned buckets to become Kurt’s ‘drum kit’. 
• Responding to a request for help from the child – Deborah replacing the batteries of a 
toy with which Billy was playing when Billy noticed that the toy was not working. 
Mothers described how they would actively choose not to resource children with 
objects that did not meet with their values. This action will be described in the ‘limiting’ 
parental actions section later in this chapter.  
Often parents’ resourcing action occurred when they were not directly involved with 
their children’s play, but were physically close to the child so that they could hear that the 
child had become stuck or frustrated with their play.  The parent might call out a suggestion 
or help with materials.  In this way, resourcing children’s play is closely linked to the 
parental action of peripherally supervising play, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 
Parents also resourced play by relocating it.  This occurred when a parent took the 
child to a different location in order to create a play opportunity whilst remaining present.  
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Mothers described many examples of visiting friends or family and going on outings to parks, 
museums, festivals, libraries, art galleries or indoor play centres.  They were often seeking 
the opportunity for a particular type of activity, such as physical exercise, social interaction 
or a cultural experience.  For example, a number of mothers described how they took their 
child to the park so that the child had the opportunity to practise riding their bike, a skill that 
many of the four to five year old children in the study were learning to master.  In this 
situation, when weighing up their competing priorities, this parental action involved mothers 
choosing the guiding motivation of fostering children’s development over others.  By taking 
their child with their bike to the park, parents opened the gate to that specific play 
opportunity, as Kylie described: 
We've	been	trying	to	ride	her	bike	a	bit	more,	that's	our	thing	at	the	moment	‘cause	she	
got	a	bike	at	Christmas	time.	It's	a	little	bit	too	big	for	her	so	we're	-	she's	now	-	it's	still	too	
big	for	her,	but	she	can	now	ride	it.	So	we're	just	trying	to	get	to	the	park	a	bit	more	and	
get	her	to	ride	her	bike.	So	that's	our	next	venture	and	she	seems	to	be	doing	quite	well	on	
it	now….	It's	a	really	good	park	for	kids.	It's	not	fenced	or	anything,	but	it's	a	huge	park	and	
it's	got	really	good	tracks	through	there.	They're	all	wide	footpaths	and	things.	And	she	can	
sort	of	do	a	loop	and	it's	flat.	There's	a	few	little	areas	where	there's	a	tiny	incline,	but	it	
just	gives	her	enough	of	an	idea	of	pushing	up	a	hill	and	coasting	along.	So	we've	been	
there	twice	this	weekend	and	yeah,	she's	getting	much	better	on	it	now.	
However, relocating play was also a way to create win-win opportunities that 
appealed to both the mother and the child, as Melinda explained about her visit to Brisbane’s 
Gallery of Modern Art (GOMA), which has a dedicated children’s section and activity area:  
I	really	enjoyed	GOMA,	because	-	the	kids	stuff	is	as	valid	for	the	adults	as	it	is	for	the	
children.	And	Cameron	enjoys	the	adult	things	there	too,	so,	it's	a	double	up.	I	really	like	if	
all	the	stars	align	-	these	guys	[her	children]	like	going	out	for	coffee	-	they're	good	in	a	
cafe.	So,	I'm	pretty	fortunate	with	that,	so	we	can	take	them	out	and	have	a	muffin	-	that's	
always	a	treat.	
Mothers also noted that relocating play created win-win opportunities by giving the family a 
break from being at home.  Melinda described how she liked to have a change of scene and 
minimise the mess at home by taking the children places outside the home regularly:  
I	hate	staying	in	the	house	all	day…	I	get	cabin	fever	very	quickly.	And	the	longer	you're	in	
the	house,	the	dirtier	it	gets.	You	just	chase	them	round	[at	home],	you	chase	your	tail.	
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Benita also described that she liked to take the children places to stop her “going stir 
crazy” at home.  However, she explained the contextual elements that sometimes prevented 
her from relocating play: Marcus would often run away in park locations and Benita did not 
always have the energy to chase after him.  Through the process of weighing up competing 
priorities, Benita describes inviting a friend with children to her house for a play date instead 
of accepting an invitation to join them at a park because her perception was that she did not 
have the energy for ensuring Marcus’ safety in the park environment.  She explained:  
Parks	don’t	work	for	me	at	the	moment	with	him	[Marcus],	because	he	will	just	run…	
[He’d]	just	run	across	the	field	to	the	playground	without	a	care	and	that’s	really	stressful	
for	me,	just	‘cause	that’s	dangerous	and	I	don’t	doubt	there’s	lots	of	nice	families	and	
friendly	people	are	in	the	park,	’cause	they’re	families,	but	I	do	have	that	kind	of	like,	‘if	I	
can’t	see	you	in	public,	that’s	a	problem,’	whereas,	in	a	fence	line	it’s	ok.		
Benita also took Marcus to a fenced indoor play centre at the local hardware store so that he 
could have the physical play that he sought in an environment in which she knew he would 
be safe and she would not have to run after him. 
Another aspect of resourcing play involves a child and parent sharing the outcomes of 
a child’s play.  Many mothers described examples of being asked by their child to watch 
them play (e.g., Billy showing his mother his ability to jump on the trampoline) or their child 
showing them something they had produced during their play (e.g., Noah’s sandcastle, 
Poppy’s block construction, Jasmine’s drawing).  Mothers would sometimes take a 
photograph at their child’s request, discuss the object or watch the performance.  Although at 
the time the child and parent were not playing per se, the parent was supporting their child’s 
play, because they were interacting with the child about a play episode.  
Cultivating Quadrant  
The quadrant of cultivating play includes parental actions that facilitate play without 
interaction with the child and is the bottom right quadrant on the diagram (see Figure 7.2).  
The term cultivating was chosen because the actions focus specifically on the environments 
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in which the child may play, rather than on the child.  This quadrant includes the parental 
actions of 1. resourcing play environments and 2. outsourcing play. 
 
Figure 7.2. The cultivating quadrant of parental action 
Resourcing play environments.  The parental action of resourcing play 
environments occurs when a parent plans or contributes a physical or social resource for play 
when the child is not present so that the child will have an opportunity for play at a later 
stage.  This category differs from resourcing play episodes, described in the sharing quadrant 
(in which the parent interacts with the child), because the focus is entirely on the play 
environment and there is no interaction with the child.  The action of resourcing play 
environments is disconnected in time from the child’s play actions.  Although there is no 
interaction with the child in this category, it does not occur at the bottom end of the 
interaction continuum, because there is a higher degree of attention on the child and their 
play as the parent plans ways to facilitate play (see the white broken line in Figure 7.2).  
There were many examples of mothers describing their efforts to provide household 
objects, set up craft materials and purchase toys for their children to play with at a future 
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time.  Mothers described how they and the children’s fathers resourced play environments to 
enable the guiding motivation of fostering the child’s identity by responding to children’s 
play preferences or to simply open up the opportunity for the child to have fun.  In these 
circumstances, the process linkage was opening up possibilities.  For example, Morgan 
describes leaving out the cardboard tube from wrapping paper one evening with the intention 
of it being a plaything for Kurt the next morning:  
I	was	wrapping	up	some	presents	for	him	[Kurt]	the	other	day	and	the	end	of	the	wrapping	
paper	had	like	the	toilet	roll	cylinder	-really	long	though.	And	I	thought,	‘oh	I'll	leave	that	
out	for	him	to	play	with	in	the	morning’	and	so	I	just	left	it	on	the	side	of	the	table	in	the	
lounge,	and	thought,	yeah,	he’ll	find	it.	He	came	out	in	the	morning,	gave	him	about	10	
minutes	or	so,	he	spotted	it,	picked	it	up	and	started	playing	with	it.	It	was	a	trumpet,	it	
was	a	telescope,	it	was	a	walking	stick.	It	was	everything	you	could	imagine.	He	had	great	
fun	playing	with	that,	so	that's	not	even	the	traditional	toys	-	it's	just	stuff.	If	there's	stuff	
around	that	he	can	interact	with	-	he	will	pick	it	up	and	interact	with	it.	
Kylie recounted how, in response to the rainy weather, she changed the location of her 
daughter’s birthday party from the carport and backyard to inside the house and the covered 
veranda.  She went on to explain that she set up a tent for the party in the new location to 
create a special ‘child-only’ play space for the children: 
Then	for	the	party	I	borrowed	that	[tent],	because	it	was	going	to	be	wet,	to	give	the	kids	
something	else	to	go	to	that	was	going	to	be	a	little	bit	secluded.	So	I	had	that	in	here	in	
that	corner,	so	that	the	kids	could	go	in	and	sit	in	it.	
On a larger scale, mothers discussed how they responded to and modified the physical 
features of their home environment or even bought a home with a particular layout in order to 
facilitate their children’s play opportunities.  When walking me out to my car from their 
interviews, Georgia and Leigh both explained to me how they had modified their front yards 
to facilitate their children’s play.  Leigh had chosen to pave their small section of level front 
yard so that the children had an area on which to ride their bikes, because the backyard was 
very steep.  Georgia fenced the front yard to separate a mango tree in which the children 
played from the neighbour’s driveway, which was adjacent to and below the level of the tree.  
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With the area fenced, Georgia felt confident that the children were safe to play and did not 
feel the need to be in contact with the children directly during their play:  
We've	got	the	fenced	area	out	the	front	and	there's	a	big	mango	tree	in	the	corner	and	
both	of	them	will	play	in	there	for	hours,	which	makes	me	really	happy.	They	just	make	up	
imaginary	stories	and	[stories	based	on	the	Enid	Blyton	book]	The	Faraway	Tree	-	they	play	
adventures	with	that.	It’s	like	old	school	stuff.	
Mothers described how they and the children’s fathers also resourced play 
environments in response to their children’s play preferences or with the intention of 
promoting specific types of play that they valued.  In these situations, mothers were also 
opening up possibilities, but were enacting the guiding motivation to foster their child’s 
identity or development.  The photograph in Figure 7.3 of Benita’s backyard shows the extent 
to which Benita resourced her home environment with objects such as a trampoline, ropes, 
steps and slides that supported gross motor play activities.  She described physical outdoor 
play as a play preference of her son, Marcus.  
 
Figure 7.3. Benita’s backyard  
Mothers’ values and interests also influenced the resources they chose to provide for 
their children’s play at times.  A number of mothers who were interested in creative play 
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provided dedicated areas and materials for their children’s play.  Kylie showed me a 
concreted area under her house that was covered in paint and explained how she sets up an 
easel against a concrete stump for Poppy to paint.  Resourcing play environments was 
another way for mothers to share their interests and skills with their children.  
Sometimes mothers created win-win opportunities by their actions of resourcing play 
environments.  Cate explained that she specifically chose to buy a newly built 
“contemporary” house that afforded easy, level access to the outdoor play space, which could 
be seen from the kitchen window, even though she and her husband had a preference for 
older homes, which are typically high-set in Brisbane:  
That's	the	main	reason	why	we're	in	a	contemporary	home,	because	I	wanted	the	single	
level	play	space…	When	we	moved	here	and	we	saw	what	the	options	were,	I	didn't	want	
two	flights	of	stairs	to	get	down	outside	to	play.		
By modifying yards or buying a house with a yard in which children could play safely 
without direct supervision, the mothers resourced opportunities for peripherally supervising 
play, a category of parental action that crosses the quadrant boundaries and is discussed in 
detail later in this chapter.  
Outsourcing play.   
Outsourcing play occurs when the parent delegates the supervision of their children’s 
play to another responsible adult.  As seen in Figure 7.2 (the black broken line), this type of 
action entails no interaction with the child, but varying degrees of attention to the child’s 
actions from high attention at the intersection of the continua to low attention at the lower 
extreme of the interaction continuum, along with varying degrees of facilitation of the child’s 
opportunity for play, depending on the nature of the activity.  
Mothers described many episodes of outsourcing play when another adult, such as a 
grandparent, a father, carer at kindergarten or day care or the instructor of an enrichment 
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activity cared for their children and were responsible for their children’s play.  The mother 
was not present or aware of specifically what their children were doing at that time.  
One of the outcomes for mothers outsourcing play to other responsible adults, was 
that it allowed them to do other activities uninterrupted by their children.  However, this only 
occurred when the child was under the full care of the other adult, such as when the child was 
at day care, kindergarten, was supervised by another adult (e.g., their father or grandparent), 
or when the mother was not present (e.g., at work).  All of the children attended day care or a 
kindergarten program at least one day per week.  No child was in a full-time day care 
program at the time of the study.  
Leigh identified that parents are motivated to provide “a smorgasbord” of 
opportunities for their children.  To provide such a range of opportunities, mothers sometimes 
sought to outsource play when they valued the activity or thought that the activity would 
benefit their child, yet they did not feel that they had the personal interest, skills or resources 
to provide those experiences and opportunities for their children at home.  For example, 
Morgan described how she avoided the time cost of cleaning up ‘messy’ creative play at 
home because her son’s day care provided that type of play, creating a win-win opportunity 
for her and her son:  
It’s	the	time.	It’s	having	the	location	that	you	don’t	mind	getting	messy.	And	then	the	time	
to	be	able	to	clean	it	up	after	it	gets	messy.	At	school	[day	care],	they	put	a	little	smock	on	
him,	they	hand	the	paint	over.	They’re	already	set	up.	They	have	the	paper	and	they	paint	-	
they	have	a	great	time.	And	then	they	clean	them	up,	and	I	get	relatively	clean	boy	back.	
It’s	about	efficiency	and	process	and	you	know,	I	don’t	feel	that	he’s	missing	out	by	not	
painting	at	home,	‘cause	he	gets	to	paint	at	day	care	–	all	good!	
In addition to ‘messy’ play, day care and kindergarten provided play opportunities that some 
mothers could not easily provide at home, especially in terms of having playmates to engage 
with in pretend play.  As Melinda described: 
There's	this	girl	that	he	[Cameron]	fell	in	love	with	on	the	first	day	[of	kindergarten]	and	
she	loves	him	-	and	they	just	play	and	play	and	play	and	play	-	usually	pretend	games…	He	
doesn’t	do	it	[pretend	play]	at	home,	but	he	does	do	it	at	kindy.	
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Cate explained how family friends coached her sons informally in soccer skills on 
Saturday mornings in the local park.  Cate and her husband outsourced this activity to other 
parents “who are very much into soccer”.  Later, when I asked Cate whether parents are 
motivated to seek out activities elsewhere when they value the experience, but do not feel 
they have the ability to share that experience with their child, Cate replied: 
Yeah,	yeah,	so	that	was	the	soccer	thing,	because	actually	for	soccer	you	need	a	few	other	
kids.	You	know	you	can't	do	it	[alone].	The	music	[class]	was	definitely	for	me:	there's	that	
kind	of	skill	thing	and	not	having	that	[skill	myself]	and	I	recognise	that	she	[the	music	
teacher]	has	a	particular	expertise	and	understanding	the	growth	and	development.		
Cate exemplified in this quote how adult-led enrichment activities, such as music 
classes or sports classes, provided specific developmental opportunities for children.  For 
example, a number of mothers mentioned their awareness of research indicating that music 
has a beneficial effect on children’s cognitive development.  
As described in Chapter 5, I included adult-led enrichment activities as play because 
mothers described how such classes for the preschool age group were presented in a fun, 
playful way.  For example, four year old Cameron mentioned during an interview with 
Melinda that, at the beginning of each of his weekly sports classes, “we play with our hoop”, 
whereby the teacher rolls the hoop to the child and the child chases and catches the hoop. 
In these adult-led enrichment activities, the adult leader, rather than the child or 
mother, was responsible for initiating the activity.  However, for the preschool age group, the 
activities were often a combination of outsourcing and either co-playing or peripherally 
supervising play, because mothers were often required to participate or remain present while 
the class was conducted. 
All except one child participated in these types of activities, in addition to a 
kindergarten or day care program.  Leigh decided to take Jasmine out of gymnastics class 
when Jasmine started going to kindergarten nine days a fortnight because, when weighing up 
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her priorities, she identified “cost, time and everyone running around” as undesirable 
consequences “of doing too many activities”.  
Swimming lessons were the most common adult-led enrichment activity in which 
children participated.  Due to the physical contextual elements of Brisbane’s subtropical 
environment and easy access to pools and beaches, water-based activities are common leisure 
activities for Brisbane families.  Mothers described learning to be safe in the water as an 
important developmental skill for children to learn, including two mothers whose children 
were not enrolled in swimming lessons at the time.  Melinda described that she had chosen 
not to participate in swimming lessons at the time because of the negative consequences for 
Cameron’s pre-existing health condition.  Benita said she associated learning to swim with “a 
good Mum image in my head” and that she was considering commencing swimming lessons 
or teaching swimming skills informally to her children herself.  
Benita described how she was responsible for running both a music group and a 
playgroup for young children at her church, however she was predominantly motivated by 
contributing to her church community rather than by the anticipated outcomes for her 
children.  The music group was full, whereas the playgroup was only attended by a handful 
of parents with their children.  Benita speculated why the music group was more popular: 
We’ve	got	a	playgroup	and	people	don’t	really	embrace	playgroup	anymore,	‘cause	its	just	
playing,	like	it’s	not	of	the	educational	value	of	[music	program	name].		[The	music	
program]	is	like	a	packed	out	room…	Because	of	all	those	studies	have	been	coming	out	for	
a	while:	that	music	helps	with	literacy,	music	helps	with	other	things,	maths	and	thinking	
stuff,	so	I	think	it’s	almost	like	if	I	do	one	good	thing	for	my	child	today,	it	may	as	well	be	
something	specific	that	I	can	say	‘we	did	music’.		
In the following quote, Benita also suggested that being able to identify that a particular 
adult-led activity was done in the day could allow parents to be confident of facilitating a 
particular developmental outcome, as compared to a free play opportunity: 
Maybe	with	him	[Marcus],	like	if	we	went	to	kiddy	gym	we	could	say	‘ok	we’ve	done	our	
kiddy	gym’	and	it	would	be	good	to	do	it	and	I’m	thinking	about	it.	But	it’s	different	if	you	
just	go	to	the	park	or	just	send	them	out	to	the	backyard,	because	you	can’t	say	‘we	went	
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to	[kiddy	gym]	or	we	went	to	[gymnastics]’…I	think	it’s	so	you	can	say	to	yourself	or	other	
parents	or	family	members	or	whatever,	‘this	is	what	we’re	doing’.	
Stopping Quadrant  
The stopping quadrant in the top left of the parental action diagram includes actions in 
which parents interact with the child to restrict their children’s play (Figure 7.4).  Using the 
gatekeeping metaphor, it involves closing the gate to children’s play.  High parental 
interaction and strong restriction of the child’s opportunity for play would place the action in 
the most extreme, top left corner of the stopping quadrant.  Examples include taking the child 
away from a play space to engage in a non-play activity, such as getting in the car for day 
care or leaving a playground.  Constraining an aspect of their children’s play while allowing 
the play episode to continue, such as a direction to be less noisy when playing, would be 
weaker level of restriction.   
 
Figure 7.4. The stopping quadrant of parental action 
Mothers often sought to stop their children’s play when they weighed up their 
priorities and found that these competed with providing the child with a play opportunity.  
The competing priority of being on time for school or work in the morning was frequently 
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discussed as a reason to stop children from playing.  For example, Naomi opined that her role 
in ceasing her children’s play when they had to get ready in the mornings made her feel like 
an “army sergeant”: 
They	just	want	to	play	and	play	and	play	and	play	and	play!	That's	what	they	do,	that's	
their	job.	But	it's	like	in	the	morning,	they	wake	up,	they	want	to	play.	I'm	like	‘no,	get	
dressed	first’.	Then	they	want	to	play	after	they	get	dressed.	They	get	dressed,	[I	say]	‘ok,	
time	for	breakfast’.	Stop	the	play	–	got	to	have	breakfast.	I	have	to	put	a	‘’stop	play’’	sign	
on	me.		
There were many episodes of mothers stopping a particular aspect of their children’s 
play, without fully halting the play episode, thus this action would not be as far towards the 
left of the restricting end of the gatekeeping continuum as stopping play altogether.  During 
an interview, Deborah told Billy to stop hammering on a toy garage because it was difficult 
for us to hear each other talking with the noise and she warned him that he could crack the 
toy because it was made of plastic.  Billy subsequently stopped hammering on the toy. 
Stopping play also occurred when mothers observed conflict between playing 
children.  For example, Naomi described a situation while Noah’s sister was at a dance class: 
Noah	took	two	of	his	Matchbox	cars	…	to	dancing	and	he	wanted	to	play	with	Simon	
[another	sibling	of	child	in	the	dance	class]	and	he	and	Simon	kept	arguing	about	-	fighting	
over	the	cars.	But	then	Noah	wanted	Simon	to	play	‘crash	the	cars’	with	him	and	after	a	
while	Simon	didn't	want	to	do	that	anymore.	But	Noah	just	kept	wanting	to	'let's	race	and	
then	make	the	cars	crash	at	the	end'	and	he	just	wanted	to	do	that	over	and	over	again	…	
and	then	I	had	to	say	’Noah,	stop	harassing	Simon,	he	doesn’t	want	to	crash	the	cars’…	He	
was	disappointed,	but	he	moved	on.	
It is important to note, that while parents may stop a particular play action, they often 
do so by redirecting the play to an alternative play action.  In the example above, after 
stopping the ‘crashing the cars’ game, Naomi suggested that the boys take turns with one car 
each for five minutes and then swap, thus promoting parallel play between the boys.  Thus, in 
redirecting play, an aspect of play is stopped by the parent, and immediately followed by 
resourcing a new play action.  This helped the child to maintain the overall play episode.  
The action of stopping play often can occur when the child and parent are co-playing, 
especially if the child’s play begins to conflict with the parent’s values.  Cate described how 
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she stopped playing with her sons whenever they pointed at and ‘shot’ her in a game.  She 
recalled telling her son, “Peter, you can't just shoot me, because in our game I don't just come 
alive again, that's the end of the game”.  Mothers also expressed their values through actions 
that limited children’s play. 
Limiting Quadrant  
The quadrant of limiting play includes parental actions in which there is no direct 
interaction between the parent and child when the parent restricts the child’s opportunity for 
play (see Figure 7.5).  In this action, the parent might remove an object from the play space 
or, when the child is not there, limit the child’s potential to access play, thereby restricting, in 
advance, a child’s opportunity to play.  Thus, similar to the cultivating quadrant, the action of 
limiting play is directed at the child’s play environment, rather than children’s play episodes.    
 
Figure 7.5.  The limiting quadrant of parental action 
Often the limiting action relates to a particular plaything that the parent does not want 
the child to play with.  For example, one mother said that she would never buy a Barbie Doll 
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for her daughter because she did not like the implied messages about body image, and three 
mothers remarked that they would not permit toy guns in the home. 
However, limiting play opportunities by not allowing particular play objects in the 
home did not always have the intended consequence.  Cate described how she did not allow 
gun toys in the house, yet her sons had recently made ‘guns’ out of felt pens clicked together 
for a shooting game.  Kylie noted that, when Poppy’s kindergarten teacher attempted to limit 
the girls’ home corner play by removing all the dolls, the girls responded by making paper 
dolls with which to continue their make believe play. 
The other aspect of limiting play occurred when mothers enacted the trumping 
priority of keeping children safe from harm and chose not to allow children access to 
particular play locations.  The contextual elements that mothers perceived when making 
decisions to ensure safe play for their children included the skills and abilities of their child, 
the mothers’ awareness of environmental factors such as the height of play equipment, 
amount of traffic on neighbourhood roads and the physical terrain, the presence of strangers, 
whether they could maintain visual contact with their child, as well as the expectations of 
society.  Mothers also discussed how the position of their home within their local community 
and their relationships with neighbours impacted upon the social resources such as playmates 
for their children.  The only mother that discussed unplanned play with other children in the 
neighbourhood lived in a cul-de-sac with children of a similar age to her daughter.  For a 
mother who lived in a through-road, children were only allowed to play on the street if there 
was a supervising adult also present.  When preschool children did not have other children 
available to play with or adults to supervise them, mothers limited the possibility of their 
child going beyond the front gate to play.  
Regarding safety, also evident in mothers’ discussions was their risk thresholds.  
Mothers varied in the activities they deemed to be ‘too risky’ for their child to participate in.  
	150	
The possible presence of snakes in playgrounds and backyards presented many interesting 
discussions about mothers’ safety risk thresholds.  For example, Cate, who was born in a 
country without venomous snakes, discussed how she avoided a local creek area with her 
sons, because of her fear of snakes.  She discussed her awareness of how this protectiveness 
resulted in limiting valued play opportunities for her sons: 
Cate:	We	don't	go	down	to	the	creek	because	there's	not	very	much	water	down	there	-	it's	
not	very	clean	and	then	I've	heard	there	are	snakes	-	a	couple	people	said	there	are	snakes	
down	there	so	
Rachel:	You	don't	have	snakes	in	[country	of	birth]?		
Cate:	No,	we	don't.	I	don't	know	how	to	handle	them	so	I	just	stay	away	from	them…	which	
is	such	a	shame	because	I	would	love	for	them	to	be	able	to	go	down	and	play	in	the	water.	
However, Melinda discussed a photograph of her and son, Cameron, exploring the same 
creek together.  In contrast to these actions to limit play, other mothers explained how they 
went to considerable efforts to create safe spaces around their homes where the children 
could be peripherally supervised during unstructured, free play. 
Peripherally Supervising Play  
While the previous sections presented the parental actions that lay within each 
quadrant, peripherally supervising is an action category that is located over the intersection of 
the two continua and within the lower levels of interaction and no interaction (see Figure 
7.6).  A parent is peripherally supervising when they are primarily engaged in a task 
independent of the child, but remain responsible for caring for the child and are within 
‘earshot’ or line of sight, in order to be able to interact with the child if needed or desired.  
Thus, they are able to move between different quadrants as required.  When peripherally 
supervising, parents have the capacity to facilitate or restrict play as well as interact with the 
child to a small degree, as long as they continue in their primary activity.  With regard to the 
interaction continuum, there is either very low interaction between the parent and child or no 
interaction, however the parent and children remain in close proximity to each other and there 
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is often a high degree of awareness of the child’s presence.  On the gatekeeping continuum, 
the degree of facilitation or restriction of the child’s play in peripherally supervising varies 
from weak to strong, because the parent’s attention is predominantly on their own task.  
 
Figure 7.6. Location of the peripherally supervising play action 
Mothers’ descriptions of their preschool children’s extended unstructured, free play 
episodes predominantly occurred when a parent was peripherally supervising play.  Many 
mothers described spending a significant amount of time with their child playing happily and 
independently in close proximity while she was primarily engaged in another task such as 
laundry, cleaning, cooking or providing physical care of an infant.  Mothers also described 
what they learnt about their children’s play preferences and skill development from the 
Facilitating	child’s	play	opportunity	Restricting	child’s	play	opportunity		
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position of peripherally supervising play, because when children were intrinsically motivated 
to play on their own, it was often in the areas of their play preferences.   
Peripherally supervising play was a key action in which mothers engaged as a way of 
creating win-win opportunities, that is, they could complete other tasks that were a priority 
while their child was playing.  For example, Cate and Georgia both described how they 
peripherally supervised their children playing in the backyard when working in the kitchen, 
which had a line of sight to the backyard.  From this separated, yet connected position, the 
mothers could observe their child’s play and could increase their degree of engagement with 
the child if required.  
There were three conditions that enabled peripherally supervising play to occur: 1. the 
mother decided that the child was safe with less active supervision; 2. the child was 
adequately resourced and motivated to play on their own; and 3. the mother accepted 
potential consequences - they could be interrupted by the child at any time and the outcomes 
of the play were uncertain. 
Firstly, the parent needs to be confident that their child is safe with less active 
supervision when peripherally supervising play.  Georgia described that having her eight year 
old daughter, Courtney, in the pool with five year old Chelsea, meant that she felt 
comfortable peripherally supervising her children from the kitchen.  She said: 
Outside	they	swim	in	the	pool	a	lot.	Sometimes	I'll	be	in	the	kitchen	preparing	dinner,	just	
keeping	an	eye	out…	I	can	see	them,	but	I'm	not	like	right	there…	I	wouldn't	let	her	
[Chelsea]	just	swim	by	herself	or	Courtney	by	herself	but	when	there's	the	2	of	them	I	think	
that	they	look	after	each	other	and	I	could	dash	out	there	really	quickly.	
Secondly, this category of parental action only lasts as long as the child has sufficient 
resources and is able to maintain their own play.  The resourcing of yards and homes with 
objects for play, discussed in the resourcing play environments and play episodes sections, 
facilitated opportunities for peripherally supervising play.  By actively resourcing materials 
to support peripherally supervised play, mothers created space in their day in which they 
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were able to do activities associated with their other responsibilities and priorities in addition 
to supervising their child, thus, creating a win-win opportunity for the mother and child.   
Resourcing the home environment in a way that supported their child’s free play 
preferences helped peripherally supervising play to occur, because children need to be 
intrinsically motivated to maintain their play without a parent’s active involvement.  
However, children often asked their mothers for assistance or requested that the mother join 
them in the play episode, therefore seeking a higher level of interaction from her.  If the 
mother needed to cease her primary activity to interact with her child, peripherally 
supervising play also ceased.  Morgan explained that peripherally supervising play while 
talking on the telephone was dependent on Kurt being engrossed in his play task: 
If	he's	doing	something	that	he's	interested	in,	he'll	literally	let	you	have	a	phone	call	and	
there'll	be	no	issues	at	all.	But,	if	you've	kind	of	grabbed	him	at	the	time	where	he's	not	
particularly	interested	in	what	he's	doing,	and	the	phone	rings	-	he'll	be	a	ratbag.	And	he'll	
go	around	your	legs	and	screaming	something	and	[I’ll	say],	'no,	Kurt,	quiet'.	
Because peripherally supervising play is dependent on the child’s intrinsic motivation, the 
mother cannot know how long the play episode will last.  This lack of control for the mother 
leads to the next condition of peripherally supervising play. 
The third key condition for parents to be peripherally supervising play is that they 
need to accept unpredictability in outcomes.  These include not knowing precisely when or 
how they may need to assist their child and the possibility of children using materials in 
unanticipated ways.  For example, Kylie told me the story behind a photograph of Poppy and 
her friend, Louise, who both had very blue, painted faces.  The episode occurred while Kylie 
and the other mother were chatting on the balcony and peripherally supervising the girls’ 
playing in Poppy’s cubby-house at the bottom of the backyard, which was over 15 steps 
down from the balcony and out of sight.  Kylie said:  
I	thought,	‘I	wonder	what's	going	on?’	And	I	said	-	I	stood	at	the	balcony	there	and	I	yelled	
out	and	said,	'are	you	girls	alright	out	there?',	and	Poppy	went,	'yeah'	and	then	little	Louise	
popped	her	head	up	and	it	was	just	blue,	absolutely	blue	[with	paint]	and	it	was	hysterical.	
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Because children are in control of their play in these circumstances, the parent does 
not know how long their child will maintain their interest and motivation to play before they 
require external input or assistance.  Mothers explained that they were often interrupted from 
their primary task, either because their child ceased to play and sought interaction (if they 
were stuck or needed help), or because the mother identified a situation in which they were 
motivated to interact with the child.  Frances explained how she was prepared for 
interruptions when, from inside the house, she supervised her children playing in the gated 
yard outside: “I don't need to have my eye on them. I mean, you can hear them and as soon as 
there's some screaming or crying you know something's gone wrong and you go out.”  
Peripherally supervising play was a key category from which the iterative nature of 
how mothers shape the context of children’s play was evident.  From peripherally supervising 
play, the mother could alter her level of interaction by moving further into one of the high 
interactions quadrants to share or stop her child’s play.  When the child had difficulty 
continuing with their play or lacked the skill to persevere with their play, mothers helped the 
child maintain their play (keeping the gate open) by entering into co-play with the child or 
resourcing play with an object or suggestion.  If mothers observed the child playing in a way 
that did not meet with their values (e.g., using weapons, not sharing with siblings), they 
described interjecting with words or action (closing the gate or redirecting the play).  Mothers 
also limited or cultivated their children’s play opportunities by removing or installing play 
resources in an area of the house physically separated from the playing child.  Household 
tasks such as washing and cleaning are more conducive to peripherally supervising play than 
tasks that parents tend to prefer not be interrupted, such as having a shower, a phone 
conversation or working.   
If mothers did not want to be interrupted for a certain quantity of time, they could not 
be confident of successfully peripherally supervising play.  Some mothers described that, if 
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the children were home when they did not want to be interrupted, they would choose to 
outsource the children's supervision to another adult, wait until the children were asleep or 
facilitate the children's use of technological play or entertainment, such as a video, that 
provided more dependable engagement of the child for a predictable amount of time.  
Mothers Actions During the Interviews and Screen Time 
As mentioned in the methodology chapter (Chapter 4), children were welcome to be 
present during interviews – a decision I made for the purpose of convenience for mothers so 
they would not have to arrange childcare.  However, making interruptions from children 
permissible during interviews created an unanticipated opportunity to observe the different 
actions mothers chose in relation to their children’s play.  Some mothers used screen time by 
setting children up to watch a movie, video or program on television or play a computer 
game, stopping their opportunities for free play while they peripherally supervised.  In other 
interviews, mothers told the child they were free to play while we chatted and the mother was 
peripherally supervising play.  Some mothers cared for their infant or toddler while the 
preschool child we were discussing was at kindergarten or day care (outsourcing play), and 
there were about three interviews that aligned with infant or child nap times.  
There were less interruptions during the interview if the child was viewing an 
electronic device than if they were playing freely.  For example, Noah had been looking 
forward to building a Lego kit, so Naomi thought that would be a good activity for him to do 
during our interview.  However, he frequently interrupted Naomi for reassurance that he was 
following the instructions correctly.  She would stop talking and go to the table to resource 
his play by helping him to find the piece he could not find, then return to her seat on the 
couch where we were interviewing.  In comparison, during the interview with Georgia, I was 
not aware that Chelsea was present until approximately half an hour into the interview when 
Georgia had said which days of the week Chelsea was at home with her, and I realised that it 
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was one of those days.  When I asked if Chelsea was at home, Georgia replied, “Yes, she’s 
just on the iPad. I didn’t want her to interrupt us”. 
This observation corroborated the mothers’ descriptions of how they used ‘screen 
time’ to create uninterrupted time for themselves during the day.  One mother described how 
she allowed her son to play educational games on the computer while she showered.  The 
advantage of screen time is that parents know that it will hold children’s attention more 
reliably than other activities.  As one mother described her child watching a children’s 
television program, “you know it goes for half an hour and then, you know it's a good break”.  
When children watch television, mothers are usually confident that the child will be engaged 
for a known amount of time, that is, the length of the movie or television episode.  
This chapter explored in detail the major category of parental actions.  Parental 
actions that influence children’s play vary in the amount of interaction the parent has with 
their child, as well as in the degree to which the parent facilitates or restricts the child’s play.  
In this theory, parental actions that restrict children’s play are stopping play (when there is 
interaction with the child), as well as limiting play (when there is no interaction and the 
action is focused on the physical and social context of play).  Facilitating play action 
categories are sharing play (when there is interaction with the child), and cultivating play 
(when there is no interaction and the focus of the action is on the physical and social context 
of play).  Specific sharing actions include co-playing, incorporating play in the everyday and 
resourcing play episodes.  Resourcing play environments and outsourcing play are the two 
cultivating play categories.  The special category of peripherally supervising is a key action 
category for preschool children’s free play, and occurs when parents are primarily engaged in 
another activity while caring for their child.  
The next chapter uses examples from specific play episodes of mother-child dyads to 
demonstrate the iterative nature of the constructivist grounded theory presented.   
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Chapter 8 
Results - Detailed Mother-Child Dyads 
The previous two chapters presented the theory of How mothers shape the context of 
their preschool children’s play.  While Chapters 6 and 7 explicated the categories of each of 
the four components of the theory in order to clarify it, this chapter emphasises that the 
integrated relationships between these aspects of the theory are evident in mothers’ 
descriptions of specific play episodes and the context surrounding them over time.  
Therefore, I use mothers’ detailed descriptions of play episodes and their context to explore 
how the four components of the theory relate to each other and are interwoven in mother-
child dyads.  That is, how mothers’ guiding motivations and perceptions of their child’s play 
and contextual play elements influence the actions through process linkages to shape the 
context of their preschool children’s play over time and reciprocally, how mothers’ 
experiences of these actions subsequently also influence their perceptions and actions in an 
iterative process.  This chapter demonstrates the complexity of how mothers shape the 
context of children’s play through particular play episodes of different children.  
The six play episodes I chose demonstrate inflection points in which mothers faced 
decisions about their actions towards their children’s play.  Using the metaphor of 
gatekeeping, the mothers made a decision to open a shut gate, keep the gate open or shut an 
open gate to play and they also made decisions about their level of interaction with their 
children.  The mothers’ actions had a facilitatory, neutral or inhibitory effect on their 
children’s play.  These inflection points represent the process linkages, when mothers opened 
up possibilities, created win-win opportunities, allowed trumping priorities or weighed up 
competing motivations.  
Using graphic representations located on the parental play action diagram presented in 
the last chapter, I explore how and why movement occurred between iterative parental 
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actions for the six play episodes.  I diagrammatically represent the actions taken by the 
parents in the six play episodes as numbered blue dots and the process linkages that led to 
that action are represented as blue arrows.  Dotted arrows represent the mothers’ descriptions 
of why they chose not to act in a way that they had considered.  The iterative patterns of 
movement between parental actions provide insight into the process linkages connecting the 
other three components outlined in the theory and help to elucidate the process of how 
mothers shape the context of children’s play. 
Episode 1: Billy Fixing the Taps     
 
Figure 8.1. Billy fixing the taps 
Usually Deborah would tell Billy to “get down” when he climbed up on a bench 
because of the risk that he might fall, thus closing the gate to play through a stopping action.  
But Deborah told this story of an occasion in which she made a different choice:  
They	[Billy	and	his	6	year	old	sister,	Holly]	have	the	[play]	kitchen	upstairs	and	I	was	doing	
the	bedrooms	-	I	was	vacuuming	or	making	the	beds.	I	was	just	watching	him	and	he	pulled	
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the	sink	out	(like	there's	a	little	red	tub	that	sits	in	there	like	the	sink)	and	he	pulled	it	out	
and	then	he	sat	-	he	climbed	up	and	actually	sat	in	it	where	the	sink	should	be.	And	I	said,	
'Mate,	what	are	you	doing?'	When	Dad	[Deborah’s	father]	made	it,	Dad	actually	put	real	
taps	on,	but	they	don’t	work	obviously.	But	he	[Billy]	said,	'Oh	the	taps	need	fixing'.	So	you	
can	see	there	[pointing	to	the	photograph	in	Figure	8.1]	he	actually	screwed	them	both	off	
and	then	just	sat	there	fixing	it.	
Deborah described Billy as “a big fixer” and shared many instances of him being 
drawn to anything associated with tools from a young age.  Her understanding of Billy’s play 
preferences and identity as ‘a fixer’ were central to Deborah’s perceptions of and 
considerations regarding Billy’s play and its context.  There were many aspects of Billy’s 
family context that supported his proclivities for tool play.  Billy spent time at Deborah’s 
parents’ house, where Billy loved to watch or get involved with Deborah’s father’s projects. 
Deborah said that Billy had probably “had a go” on machinery such as a “drop drill” [drill 
press] under his grandfather’s supervision.  Similarly, Billy liked to watch or participate 
when his father fixed something around the house or was gardening.  Having observed Billy 
gravitate to anything associated with tools, Deborah conveyed this information to family 
members when they asked for birthday and Christmas gift ideas.  Deborah’s actions led to 
further resourcing of Billy’s tool play environment, for example, an aunt made Billy a tool 
belt and his other grandfather made a tool box with Billy when he was staying with the 
family for Christmas.  Deborah explained: 
We’ve	had	many	tool	kits	and	tool	benches	and,	then,	his	other	grandfather,	when	they	
were	staying	-	they	don’t	live	in	Brisbane,	so	they	were	staying	with	us	over	Christmas	-	so	
Grandpa	and	Billy	built	a	little	tool	box.	So,	he's	got	his	tool	box	and	he's	got	lots	of	tools.		
My	sister	sewed	him	a	tool	belt	that	he	hangs	everything	off.	
One	birthday	[I	said],	‘It	doesn't	matter	-	just	[buy	him]	tools’.	And	they'd	[family	members	
would]	be	saying,	‘What	has	he	got?’	[I	replied],	‘No,	it	doesn't	matter	if	he's	already	got	it,	
he’ll	still	play	with	it’.		
In the “Fixing the taps” play episode, Deborah was confronted with a gatekeeping 
choice between allowing Billy’s play to continue, or to stop his play because of her concern 
that he could fall from the bench of the play kitchen.  The numbered points in the following 
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description correspond to the numbered actions in Figure 8.2.  Deborah peripherally 
supervised Billy’s play (1.) while she was doing her own tasks in the adjacent bedroom.   
 
Figure 8.2. Iterative parental actions for “Fixing the taps” play episode 
1. Peripherally supervising Billy’s play at pretend kitchen bench 
è Trumping priority of keeping Billy safe  
2. Considering ‘closing the gate’ by telling Billy to climb down from bench 
è Weighing up priorities between safety and Billy’s play preference 
3. Peripherally supervising while discussing with Billy what he is doing 
è Creating win-win opportunity realising that safety risk threshold was not 
exceeded – able to support play, child’s safety and maintain own task 
4. Keeping the gate open to play by returning to peripherally supervising play 
 
Facilitating	child’s	play	opportunity	
Restricting	child’s	play	opportunity	
High	parental	interaction	with	child	
No	parental	interaction	with	child	
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Billy was in control of his play, expressing his play preferences during this free, independent 
play episode and Deborah was only physically connected to the play by having a line of sight 
and being within hearing of Billy.  
When Deborah saw Billy climbing up onto the play kitchen, she became concerned 
that Billy’s play could be unsafe and that he was at risk of harm.  Deborah considered 
inhibiting his play by telling him to get down (2), explaining “I’m always telling them to get 
down”, referring to situations in which keeping her children safe was a trumping priority 
because she believed a fall may result.  Instead, while continuing to peripherally supervise 
Billy’s play, she initiated more interaction with him by asking him what was happening from 
his perspective (3).  In this situation, she weighed up two competing guiding motivations: a) 
keeping Billy safe and b) allowing him to continue to express himself through his play 
preferences and be occupied while she did household tasks.  As such, Deborah sought further 
information to determine if her safety risk threshold was exceeded.  When Deborah heard that 
the reason Billy was sitting there was to “fix the taps”, she decided he was being sensible 
with his play and he was not at great risk of falling, thus changing her perception of the 
situation from one that exceeded her safety risk threshold to one that was acceptable.  
Deborah allowed Billy to continue his play (4), thus facilitating this opportunity to reinforce 
through play his valued identity as a ‘fixer’. Because he was intrinsically motivated in his 
play, Billy remained immersed in the play episode for a significant amount of time, thus also 
facilitating Deborah’s priority of continuing with household tasks while she was 
simultaneously peripherally supervising Billy’s play, creating a win-win opportunity.  
In the interviews, there were many examples of how mothers’ perceptions of risk 
combined with their key motivation of keeping their child safe from harm influenced their 
actions towards their children’s play.  The mothers’ focus on safety occurred in the context of 
competing demands from other priorities.  In the “fixing the taps” episode, Deborah’s guiding 
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motivation to keep her child safe could have trumped all other motivations, resulting in her 
changing her action to gatekeeping Billy's play in an inhibitory way (to close the gate).  
However, Deborah maintained her support of Billy’s play (keeping the gate open) after 
considering her perception of risk, his skills and the context of his play.  This process linkage 
of creating win-win opportunities meant Deborah could meet all three guiding motivations of 
keeping her child safe, supporting her child’s play identity and managing the household.  In 
the following chapter (Chapter 9), I discuss the ways in which mothers resolve the tension 
between keeping their child safe from harm and other motivations.  
The context behind the “fixing the taps” episode also demonstrates how mothers go to 
considerable lengths to actively support their children’s play preferences, which are also a 
means by which children begin to express their identity.  Deborah’s extensive resourcing of 
Billy’s tool play was evident in the gift advice she shared with family members, having the 
play kitchen made by her father and her facilitation of Billy’s relationship with his 
grandfather through the time they spent together.  Supporting children’s play initiatives can 
create win-win opportunities for parents, because when children are intrinsically motivated to 
play independently for a period of time, it frees parents to do other activities while they, 
simultaneously, peripherally supervise their children’s play.  This win-win opportunity was 
evident in this play episode because Deborah was able to do household tasks while Billy was 
happily ‘fixing the taps’.  While mothers’ awareness of their children’s play preferences often 
contributed to the creation of different win-win scenarios, there were circumstances behind 
why mothers make decisions not to support such play preferences, which I explore in 
Episodes 4 and 5 in this chapter. 
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Episode 2: Cameron Washing the Windows 
 
Figure 8.3. Cameron washing the windows 
In the episode of Cameron washing the windows (Figure 8.3), Melinda also creates a 
win-win opportunity similar to Deborah, by supporting Cameron’s preferences while creating 
time and space for her own tasks.  However, rather than being a dilemma regarding safety 
and risk like it was for Deborah, for Melinda it was weighing up of her own priorities that 
resulted in her support of Cameron’s play initiative.  Melinda told this story: 
It	was	on	Monday,	because	Monday's	house	cleaning	day,	so	it's	a	very	boring	day	for	the	
kids.	I	plan	for	it	but	I	do	the	whole	house	clean	on	Monday	and	all	the	floors	and	the	
windows	and	the	bathrooms	and	stuff	and	it's	really	boring	for	them.	But	actually,	they	
kind	of	like	it,	because	they	find	it	fun.	I	always	think	it's	going	to	be	boring	for	them,	but	
they	don’t	complain.	But	Cam	saw	me	pull	out	the	squeegee	and	said	‘can	I	do	it?’	and	I	
had	a	million	other	things,	that	I	just	wanted	him	to	be	[occupied].	I	don’t	want	him	to	sit	
and	watch	TV.	So,	he	was	interested	in	it.	I	was	[thinking],	‘let	him	do	it’	and,	yeah,	it	
turned	out.	I	mean,	she	[18	month	old	daughter	Carrie]	had	a	little	cloth	of	her	own.	She	
didn't	have	any	of	the	spray	and	wipe	stuff.	So	she	was	copying	him	as	well.	So	I	had	both	
kids	out	the	back	washing	the	96	panes	of	glass	there	[that]	are	in	that	window.	I	kept	
them	out	the	back	while	I	was	mopping	the	floor	so	they	didn’t	walk	all	over	the	wet	floor.	
So	it	was	really,	a	‘keep	them	busy	type	task’	to	be	honest,	but	they	were	both	happy.	And	
then	when	Dad	[Cameron’s	father]	came	home	from	work,	Cam	was	like	‘Dad,	I	washed	the	
windows	today’.	So	it	was	something	he	was	really	proud	of.		
When children were motivated to be involved in household tasks, the mothers I 
interviewed referred to their participation as a form of play and, in this theory, constitutes the 
category of incorporating children’s play in the everyday.  The numbered points in the 
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following description correspond to the numbered actions in Figure 8.4.  Cameron expressed 
an interest in helping to clean the windows when Melinda was preparing to mop, that is, she 
was peripherally supervising Cameron when he approached her (1).  Melinda’s priorities 
were to keep the children occupied and also to keep them off the wet floor while she 
performed the household task of mopping.  Melinda’s guiding motivation to create 
uninterrupted time so as to fulfil a household responsibility as well as caring for her children 
underpinned these priorities.  
Through the process linkage of weighing up competing priorities, Melinda considered 
refusing Cameron’s request and turning on the television for him, thus not opening the gate to 
his play request (2).  However, she decided she would give Cameron an opportunity to do a 
task that he was keen to do.  As a result, the priority of maintaining her home to her high 
standard was softened to also incorporate the priority of facilitating Cameron’s participation 
in an activity that would contribute to his skill development and “keep him busy” off the wet 
floor.  Her knowledge of the possible outcome of the task, the time and energy she had 
available, combined with Cameron’s abilities, constituted her perceptions of the contextual 
elements of the play episode. 
Melinda capitalised on Cameron’s initiative, creating a way for her to continue with 
her tasks.  She incorporated the children’s play into washing the windows by supporting the 
children’s participation with the objects and instructions they needed to do the task (3).  She 
then returned to peripherally supervising the children (4) while she mopped and the children 
cleaned the windows, creating a win-win opportunity in which her and her children’s needs 
were met.  
Melinda’s comment that she wanted to keep the children “busy”, but not by watching 
television, alluded to a challenge faced by mothers of creating uninterrupted time for other 
activities when caring for their children.  Melinda knew that the children would be focused  
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Figure 8.4. Iterative parental actions for “Washing the windows” play episode  
1. Peripherally supervising Cameron’s play when he asked to wash windows 
è Weighing up competing priorities wanting to create uninterrupted time while 
mopping floor 
2. Considering ‘closing the gate’ to play by turning on television and keeping children 
off mopped floor 
è Weighing up competing priorities deciding to facilitate Billy’s request to 
participate in cleaning windows 
3. Incorporating children’s play into household task by supporting their participation 
è Creating win-win opportunity  
4. Returning to peripherally supervising the children’s play at washing windows while 
mopping – children play away from mopping   
 
Facilitating	child’s	play	opportunity	
Restricting	child’s	play	opportunity	
Parental	interaction	with	child	
No	parental	interaction	with	child	
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on television for a sufficient amount of time to reliably predict that her mopping would not be 
interrupted, however, she discussed elsewhere that she was careful to limit the amount of 
screen time her children had each day.  In the following chapter, I discuss in further detail the 
possibility that parents may be interrupted at any time when children are playing freely, and 
the challenges this poses for parents. 
For Melinda to be comfortable allowing the children to wash the windows, she 
explained that she had to let go of her expectations about quality and accept that the job 
would not be done to her own high standards, as well as accepting that the job would take 
longer than if she did it herself.  However, her comments show that she was pleasantly 
surprised with the outcome:  
The	windows	turned	out	[to	be]	better	than	they	[had	been]	-	you	can	see	they're	all	kind	
of	streaky	and	stuff,	but	before	they	had	doggy	nose	prints	and	kindy	hand	prints,	so	
they're	better	than	they	were...	It	takes	twice	as	long	to	do.	He	does	a	better	job	than	I	
thought	he	would.	Because	-	you	have	to	let	go	of	it,	which	I'm	learning	to	do	as	I	get	older.	
I'm	really,	I'm	a	control	freak,	so	that	those	kinds	of	things	I	was	never	really	interested	in	
because	I	thought	‘oh,	I'm	going	to	have	to	go	back	and	do	them	all	again’.	But	I'm	just	so	
busy	[and]	they	weren’t	getting	done.	So	it	was	either	do	them	on	the	weekend,	when	I	
could	be	playing	with	the	kids,	or	give	Cam	a	go.		
By facilitating Cameron’s involvement with window washing, Melinda was provided with an 
opportunity to learn about his developing skills and interests and her ability to let go of her 
own high expectations.  Her acceptance of the outcome of the window-washing episode made 
it more likely that she would ask Cameron if he wanted to participate in such tasks in the 
future.  
In the episode of “washing the windows” the conditions necessary for parents to 
incorporate children’s play in the everyday that were explicated in Chapter 7 were all present. 
Namely, Cameron showed interest and intrinsic motivation to participate in the task; Melinda 
felt she and Cameron were both adequately skilled to include Cameron’s participation in the 
task; Melinda was not overly concerned about the standard of the outcome and she was not 
limited in time for the task itself as well as for cleaning up the possible ensuing mess.  
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Incorporating Cameron’s play into tasks normally done by adults frequently featured 
in Melinda’s discussion of Cameron’s play preferences.  In addition to washing the windows, 
Melinda also described how he enjoyed baking with her, setting up the tent with his father 
when camping, and vacuuming.  When describing Cameron’s vacuuming, Melinda noted, “I 
think he’s just got the fine motor skills where he’s able to do a job that’s not going to require 
more work for me to clean up”.  With her knowledge of his skills, Melinda was also happy to 
support him in participating in this task, and his identity of ‘being a helper with adult jobs’.  
It was not only Cameron who enjoyed doing household tasks with his mother.  
Melinda described how she also enjoyed sharing in household tasks with Cameron, such as 
cooking and baking.  Along with antique shopping and playing board games together, these 
were the ways Melinda co-played and embedded play with Cameron.  All of these activities 
that they both enjoyed provided opportunities for Cameron and Melinda to create meaningful 
moments of connection together.  In contrast, Melinda noted that “he doesn’t do pretend play 
at home at all, maybe because I don’t.”  With an infant and not particularly liking pretend 
play herself, Melinda described how she was relieved that outsourcing to kindergarten 
provided Cameron with opportunities for pretend play with peers.  Melinda described how 
sometimes she found it challenging to choose between making time for co-play (especially 
pretend play that she did not like) and ensuring that she completed all of her household tasks.  
She explained that incorporating Cameron’s participation in everyday activities was a 
strategy she used to share in meaningful connection with Cameron that did not compete with 
her other guiding motivation to fulfil a range of responsibilities.  In this way, she turned the 
process linkage of weighing up competing priorities into creating a win-win opportunity: 
I	kind	of	have	these	tussles	-	I	really	like	to	get	all	my	things	done	and	I	like	to	sit	and	
devote	some	time	[with	Cam]	-	but	I	read	a	lot	of	books	about	‘you	can't	schedule	quality	
time	with	your	children’.	I	mean,	it's	just	got	to	roll	along	in	the	day,	so	if	I	was	cooking	
anyway	-	Cameron	would	help	me	cook.	I	wouldn’t	sort	of	put	him	aside	and	say,	‘do	this	
while	I	cook’…	So	he	just	kind	of	rolls	along	with	me	and	does	what	I	do.	So	that's	probably	
why	he	doesn’t	do	so	much	pretend	stuff	[play]	at	home,	‘cause	I	find	it	a	bit	boring.	
	168	
The next chapter explores further how mothers build their relationship with their 
children by sharing their interests and skills not only in co-playing but also by incorporating 
children’s play into non-play activities: creating win-win scenarios under certain conditions 
for children’s skill acquisition and mother’s completion of other tasks. 
Episode 3: Poppy Building Block Constructions 
 
Figure 8.5. Poppy building block towers with wooden offcuts 
In this play episode, both parents’ interests and skills were evident in how they 
resourced and co-played with their daughter, Poppy, in different ways.  In our initial 
interview, the first thing that Kylie told me about her daughter, Poppy, was her love of 
constructive play – building both with manufactured blocks (Duplo) and oddly shaped 
wooden offcuts that she was skilful at making balance in tall towers.  In addition to many 
photos of block play at home, Kylie also showed pictures of Poppy making a tower of foam 
blocks in a children’s play area of the State Library of Queensland.  When showing a series 
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of photos of Poppy’s wooden block constructions on the veranda, including the photograph in 
Figure 8.5, Kylie said: 
This	was	one	of	the	ones	that	she	did	with	Julian,	so	he	helped	her.	He	doesn't	put	the	
blocks	in,	but	he'll	help	her	when	it's	one	this	big	-	choose	what	block	she'll	need	
somewhere	else,	you	know.	And	then	she'll	balance	them…	So	she's	put	all	of	these	
[blocks]	in	herself	and	then	Julian's	picked	her	up	to	do	the	top	ones.	
The numbered points in the following description correspond to the numbered actions in 
Figure 8.6.  Kylie’s husband, Julian, had resourced Poppy’s opportunities for play by 
building a ‘cubby-house’ in the backyard, as well as creating a collection of wooden offcuts 
from his projects for Poppy to play with as building blocks.  Kylie and Julian had also 
provided Duplo for Poppy to play with, thus opening up possibilities by resourcing the play 
environment with materials for construction play (1).  Block construction was a daily play 
preference for Poppy, often being the activity she went to before others in the family awoke.  
The process linkage in these circumstances was situational for Kylie, in that it was child-led 
by Poppy’s initiative to play with the blocks before Kylie was out of bed.  Because of 
Poppy’s intrinsic motivation for constructive play, she often built for long periods while 
Kylie peripherally supervised her play (2), creating time for Kylie to do other tasks.   
By creating a win-win opportunity of parent and child both sharing in their play 
preferences, Julian participated in Poppy’s block play and shared his professional skills and 
interest in construction by co-playing with her: helping her to choose blocks and lifting her 
up to place the highest blocks above her head (3).  Kylie described the differences between 
her own and Julian’s construction abilities: 
He’s	a	landscaper	by	trade,	but	he’s	very	handy.	So	he	built	Poppy’s	cubby	and	our	chook	
shed	and	you	know	all	those	sort	of	bits	and	pieces	and	he's	very	handy	making	things.	I'm	
terrible	at	Lego,	terrible	at	Duplo,	you	know,	mine	is	-	I'll	make	a	box	–	that’s	it	-	no	
windows	and	no	doors	you	know,	it’s	a	box.	Whereas	he	can	put	anything	together	and	
make	these	big	structures	and	she	seems	to	have	taken	that	from	him	and	she's	got	an	
awesome	imagination	and	can	sort	of	build	anything.	
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Kylie’s lack of interest and ability with construction limited her participation in 
Poppy’s block play.  When asked by Poppy to join in co-playing together with block 
constructions, Kylie described how she found it challenging to play (4):  
She'll	[Poppy	will]	say,	‘can	you	make	this	for	me’	and	it's	like	'I	can't	get	my	head	around	
how	to	make	that	[for	you]'	…	And	then	the	other	day	I	was	trying	to	help	her	with	the	roof	
[of	a	Duplo	construction]	and	it	kept	caving	in	as	I'm	helping	her	and	she	said,	‘that's	ok	
Mummy	-	just	leave	it	and	Daddy	will	help	me	with	it	when	he	gets	home’.		
Poppy’s response to Kylie’s co-playing involvement indicated that Poppy recognised 
her parents’ differing abilities to help her with her constructions and illustrates the co-
creation of play opportunities between parents and children.  These process linkages were 
situationally child-led by Poppy’s request and response, and Kylie returned to peripherally 
supervising the play (5).  
Sometimes Kylie considered putting away the blocks (closing the gate) because she 
thought Poppy’s persistent block play limited her opportunity to have a variety of play 
experiences (6).  The following quote demonstrates Kylie’s dilemma in weighing up 
competing priorities to determine if the guiding motivation to provide a variety of play 
experiences (fostering child’s development and learning) was more important than supporting 
Poppy’s play preferences (fostering child’s identity and enjoyment): 
I	said	to	Julian	the	other	day,	‘I	should	probably	put	that	Duplo	away	-	like	go	and	put	it	in	
the	shed	so	that	she	plays	with	something	else’.	And	he	went,	‘Well,	she's	enjoying	it	-	why	
would	you	put	it	away	on	her?’	And	I	went,	‘yeah,	you're	right’…		I	was	concerned	she	
wasn't	getting	enough	variety	-	a	variety	of	things.	But,	she	goes	to	kindy	and	I'm	sure	she's	
-	she's	away	from	it	then.	And	she	loves	it	so	much	-	like	the	other	day	-	she	loves	going	to	
kindy,	but	the	other	day	she	said	to	me,	‘is	tomorrow	a	home	day?’	[I	responded]	’Yes,	
tomorrow's	a	home	day’.	And	she	went,	‘Oh	good,	I	can	play	with	my	blocks’.	You	know	-	
she	just	wants	to	play	with	blocks	-	she	just	loves	it.	So	I	thought,	‘well,	I	better	not	put	
them	away	on	her’.	Poor	child	-	that	wouldn't	be	very	kind.	
After Kylie’s discussion with her husband and her perception that outsourcing play to 
kindergarten provided Poppy with a variety of play opportunities, Kylie decided to continue 
supporting Poppy’s play preferences and resourcing constructive play by leaving the blocks 
out on a daily basis (7).  
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Figure 8.6.  Iterative parental actions for “Building block constructions” play episode  
1. Julian and Kylie resourcing play environment with offcuts and Duplo  
è Responding to play-initiating child 
2. Kylie peripherally supervising Poppy’s block play 
è Creating win-win opportunity by sharing in play enjoyed by both 
3. Julian co-playing with Poppy by helping her building towers 
è Responding to child request 
4. Kylie co-playing with Poppy after Poppy’s request 
è Responding to child’s action 
5. Kylie returns to peripherally supervising after being unable to assist Poppy 
è Weighing up competing priorities between variety of play and supporting 
  Poppy’s play preferences 
6. Kylie considers limiting Poppy’s access to blocks 
è Weighing up competing priorities 
7. Kylie makes decision to continue resourcing play environment for block  
 play by deciding to leave open access to blocks. 
Facilitating	child’s	play	opportunity	
Restricting	child’s	play	opportunity	
High	parental	interaction	with	child	
No	parental	interaction	with	child	
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The guiding motivation of knowing and growing their child was evident in this 
example as both Julian and Kylie opened the gate to Poppy expressing her preference of 
construction play through the actions of resourcing, co-playing and peripherally supervising 
Poppy’s play.  This priority was challenged when Kylie considered closing the gate to 
Poppy’s play by taking the blocks away and facilitating opportunities for other types of play.  
The different ways that the two parents interacted with Poppy with regard to her block 
play also demonstrated how a condition for parents to co-play with their children is that the 
parent needs to be interested or feel skilled in the activity.  In comparison to Julian sharing 
his interest in construction with Poppy’s block play, Kylie described her ability in 
construction play as “terrible” and described how she enjoyed sharing in creative and craft 
activities with her daughter.  For example, Kylie shared the photos in Figure 8.7 and 
described how she was inspired by an art gallery visit to resource and co-play with Poppy to 
make a ‘fairyland’ out of play dough and craft materials:  
We	went	to	GOMA	[Gallery	of	Modern	Art]	and	saw	[the	exhibition]	‘We	miss	you	magic	
land’…	I	made	four	or	five	different	coloured	play	doughs	[at	home]	and	she	made	her	own	
magic	fairyland.	I	like	doing	that	stuff	with	her.	
Kylie described how this activity with Poppy required her concerted attention and was only 
possible because it was the weekend and Julian was taking care of their infant daughter. 
	173	
	
  
Figure 8.7.  Making a magic fairyland. Clockwise from top left:  Art display from “We miss 
you magic fairyland” Exhibition, GOMA; Craft resources set up by Kylie for the activity; 
Poppy working on the activity; The finished artwork. 
 
When parents share their interests and skills with their children in activities that both 
enjoy, the parent can express their guiding motivation to foster their own identity, as well as 
fostering their unique relationship with that child by creating an opportunity for meaningful 
moments of connection.  
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Episode 4: Millie’s Creative Play – Finding the Evidence 
		
Figure 8.8.  Millie engaged in creative play 
Frances shared how her daughter, Millie, enjoyed creative play (Figure 8.8).  In the 
following play episode, the consequences of Millie’s creative play were to impact on 
Frances’ gatekeeping actions in a way that would subsequently restrict rather than facilitate 
her play.  Frances had forgotten that I was due to arrive for our first interview because she 
was preoccupied with cleaning the marker pen off the bedroom door, upon which Millie, her 
four and a half year old daughter, had drawn.  Frances greeted me at the front door with spray 
cleaner and cloth in hand.  As she ushered me into the house and upstairs to finish her 
cleaning, Frances exclaimed:  
It’s	not	coming	off	–	she’s	drawn	all	over	the	door.	
Frances explained that she had just discovered the drawing on the door when she went 
into Millie’s bedroom to make her bed.  Although Millie was at day care at the time of the 
interview, Frances was busy dealing with the consequences of Millie’s play.  Frances also 
told me what the consequences would be for Millie: she would be deprived of playing with 
her favourite toys and there would be new rules for using the art and craft materials, 
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including “no pencils in the bedroom”.  This play episode emphasises the temporal aspects of 
play, in that, the ‘play’ occurred at a time separate to the discovery of its evidence.  
Therefore, analysing this play episode needs to consider a broader timeframe. 
Although this episode focuses on how Frances took action by gatekeeping Millie’s 
creative play in her absence, the background to this play episode revealed Frances’ awareness 
and support of Millie’s preference for creative play, an interest that Frances also shared:  
Play	dough,	drawing	-	she	loves	drawing.	We'll	do	arts	and	crafts	-	we'll	do	paintings	and	
stuff	like	[that]	because	I	love	that	naïve	art.	I'll	go	and	get	a	canvas	and	prime	it	and	put	
the	backing	colour	on.	[I	have]	gone	and	got	her	acrylics	and	all	that,	[then	said]	'ok,	you	do	
it'	and	we'll	hang	it	up.	So	we've	got	little	pieces	around	of	hers.	So	for	her,	that's	probably	
the	bulk	of	our	playtime.	
The numbered points in the following description correspond to the numbered actions 
in Figure 8.9.  Frances described how she recently observed significant development of 
Millie’s drawing skills, and subsequently made choices to proactively open up the 
possibilities for Millie’s creative play by resourcing her with more art supplies (1).  
I	had	seen	a	few	months	ago	that	[Millie’s]	drawings	had	progressed	to	another	level	from	
something	that	looked	just	like	a	blob	to	[me	recognising],	‘Oh	no,	this	is	a	person	and	now	
it's	a	person	that's	even	got	some	detail	in	them	like	some	eyelashes	and	things’.	And	so	I	
thought,	‘This	is	pretty	cool’.	Like	I	appreciated	what	was	happening	here,	so	it's	just	a	
matter	of	seeing	[when	I]	go	past	a	shop,	remembering	‘Oh,	let’s	get	a	canvas’,	and	then	
just	spending	a	few	moments	in	preparing	that.	
Frances explained that the art and craft materials were kept in the study and Millie “has to ask 
before she goes in there so I know what she's doing”, before Frances would open the gate to 
play by allowing access to the resources.  
On the day that the drawing on the door occurred, Frances explained how her own 
exhaustion from a difficult night caring for her four month old infant son with a fever had 
resulted in her using the television more than she would normally prefer in order to occupy 
Millie, thus stopping play opportunities by weighing up priorities (2).  When Frances realised 
that the television had been on for “quite a while”, her priorities changed and she turned off 
the television and told Millie to find something else to do, and Millie went upstairs to play 
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while Frances continued supervising peripherally from downstairs (3).  Frances described 
what she anticipated Millie was doing when playing alone upstairs in her bedroom, with 
Frances supervising peripherally elsewhere in the house: 
She'll	go	and	direct	herself	around	now	and	do	a	lot	of	things,	but	that's	the	first	time	she's	
been	very	naughty	like	that.	Normally,	she'll	just	go	up	and	play	in	her	dolls	house.	She's	
quite	imaginative,	so	she	really	likes	to	-	she'll	grab	the	toys	and	be	having	conversations	
with	them	and	[having]	real	imaginative	play,	which	is	fine.	You	know	she's	fine,	she's	
happy	-	you	don't	need	to	intervene	with	that.	
However, Millie used the opportunity of being out of sight of her mother to do some 
creative play on her bedroom door, with the evidence only being found by Frances the next 
morning.  Even though Millie was far away at day care, Frances responded to her child’s 
actions and was actively engaged in this episode of peripherally supervised play, through its 
consequences (4).  Because of her dislike of having to clean up play created in an 
unsanctioned location, France weighed up her competing priorities and was planning to limit 
Millie’s freedom to play with art materials (5) and hence stop the potential play from 
occurring.  
This play episode demonstrates how changes in the context of play can result in 
different actions from the mother.  Frances went to considerable effort to resource Millie’s 
creative play, thus, facilitating Frances’ guiding motivation to support Millie’s development 
and play preferences.  However, she was only happy to facilitate creative play in sanctioned 
locations, when the outcomes could be cleaned up easily and did not conflict with her other 
priority to maintain an attractive home.  As such, Frances actively facilitated Millie’s creation 
of a special painting for her baby brother’s bedroom, while she actively discouraged Millie 
creating artworks on her own bedroom door.  
	177	
 
Figure 8.9.  Iterative parental actions for “Finding the evidence” play episode  
1. Frances resourcing play environment with art and craft materials 
è Weighing up competing priorities between uninterrupted time and play 
2. Frances stopping play while children watched television  
è Weighing up competing priorities between uninterrupted time and play 
3. Frances turning off television and peripherally supervising Millie’s play  
è Responding to child-led action 
4. Frances finding and cleaning up the mess from drawing when Millie absent 
è Weighing up competing priorities between keeping clean house and    
  facilitating play 
5. Frances making plans to limit access to art and craft materials. 
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Although some mothers described outsourcing messy play to day care or 
kindergarten, so as to avoid the possibility of cleaning up the ensuing mess, Frances had 
established ways to limit the possible negative consequences of some messy, creative play.  
Creative play usually occurred in the open-plan kitchen and living area so that Frances could 
monitor closely from the position of peripherally supervising the play and interact by 
resourcing or co-playing with guidance when necessary.  When Frances discussed the 
photograph in Figure 8.8 of Millie painting a box, she explained how she set up the table 
specifically to help minimise the work of cleaning up messy, creative play: 
As	you	can	see	I've	got	a	towel	there	and	we	had	some	water	ready	to	go	and	we've	got	
this	table	[pointing	to	table	in	picture].	This	is	the	table	that	they	can	use	and	I've	varnished	
it	so	that	everything	slides	off…	I	bought	it	for	40	bucks	[dollars]	on	eBay	…	she’s	kneeling	
down	at	it…	I	just	cut	it	[the	table]	down	to	into	being	–	it’s	now	a	coffee	table	and	we	just	
do	all	the	activities	outside	on	the	coffee	table.	
However, Frances’ support of Millie’s messy creative play did have limits.  She explained 
why she no longer did finger painting with the children at home:  
I'd	also	envisaged	that	I'd	be	the	parent	that	would	do	a	lot	of	finger	painting	and	stuff	and	
so	I	went	and	bought	all	this	stuff,	but	it's	just	really	messy.	I	spend	probably	twice	as	long	
cleaning	up	than	what	they're	actually	interested	in	the	activities.	So	until	I'm	going	to	get	
40	minutes	out	of	them	doing	that	sort	of	thing,	I	think,	what's	the	point?	
From this quote, it was evident that one of Frances’ criteria for supporting messy play was 
comparing the time the children were engaged in the task with the time it took for her to set it 
up and clean it up, and ensuring that the cleaning up time did not outweigh the time for the 
activity itself.  Frances then went on to describe how day care provides many opportunities 
for messy play:   
At	the	day	care	centre	they've	got	a	sandpit,	they've	got	a	water-play	park,	they've	got	
chooks	and	birds	and	ducks	running	around.	They	do	arts	and	crafts	[and]	they	can	do	
cooking.	
Mothers sometimes outsourced activities that they wanted their children to do, but not 
under their own supervision because of the mother’s lack of interest or skill, or desire to 
avoid the consequences of that play.  
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Episode 5: Noah Wielding the Roman Sword 
This play episode is another example of a mother gatekeeping her child’s play in an 
inhibitory way.  However, it is not because of competing priorities with a clean house, but 
because Noah’s play conflicted with Naomi’s values and safety threshold.  Although Naomi 
and her husband, Stephen, supported Noah’s pretend Roman soldier play, the following 
conversation when Naomi was discussing a photograph of Noah with the play sword in his 
Roman soldier outfit demonstrated the difference in limits for Naomi and Stephen1: 
NAOMI:	Oh	that's	him	[Noah]	being	a	Roman	soldier,	that’s	with	the	sword	[looking	at	
photo	on	computer]		
NOAH:	Where,	where,	where,	where?	[rushing	over	to	computer]		
NAOMI:	We	love	dressing	up	as	a	Roman	soldier		
NOAH:	Oh,	that’s	my	sword	that	makes	noises	
NAOMI:	Yeah	yeah	-	that's	your	sword	that	makes	noises		
RB:	Makes	noises?		
NAOMI:	Yes,	it	goes	‘ching,	ching’	as	in		
NOAH:	When	I	smack	it		
NAOMI:	As	if	you're	striking	someone		
NOAH:	Yeah,	but	Mummy	put	it	on	top	of	the	fridge		
NAOMI:	Um,	yes	-	I	put	it	on	top	of	the	fridge		
RB:	Why	did	Mummy	do	that?	
NAOMI:	Why	did	Mummy	do	that	Noah?		
NOAH:	‘Cause	you	-	I	was	being	naughty		
NAOMI:	He	was	being	a	bit	rough	with	it,	weren't	you?		
NOAH:	Can	I	have	it	back	someday?	
NAOMI:	Yes,	when	you	choose	to	be	a	bit	more	gentle	with	it	
NOAH:	I	am	going	to	be	a	bit	more	gentle	with	it	
RB:	Being	a	bit	rough	was	he?		
                                                
1 The photograph was only shown on Naomi’s computer at the time of the interview.  
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NAOMI:	Yeah,	he	was	being	a	bit	rough	with	it.	Rather	than,	sort	of	striking	a	sword	like	
you	ought	to	strike	a	sword,	you	know	down	low	on	the	[other]	sword	-	he	[was]	just	
slashing	it	through	the	air,	[pretend]	taking	out	people’s	eyes	and	heads.	
NOAH:	Yeah,	‘cause	Daddy	taught	me,	Daddy	taught	me	that		
NAOMI:	Daddy	taught	you	to	slash	it	through	the	air?	
NOAH:	Yeah		
NAOMI:	Right,	that's	on	record	-	we'll	have	to	let	Daddy	hear	that		
The numbers in the following description correspond to the numbered parental actions 
in Figure 8.10.  Naomi described how she and Stephen supported Noah’s love of dressing up 
with his sister by resourcing costumes, opening up the possibilities for play.  Stephen had 
bought Noah a Roman soldier outfit with play sword (1) and Naomi had organised a dress-up 
box of old clothes and accessories as well as numerous dress-up birthday parties for the 
children, such as a princess party for Hannah, and a pirate party for Noah.  Naomi explained 
the source of Noah’s interest in pretending to be a Roman soldier: 
He	[Noah]	gets	the	Roman	soldier	thing	from	the	Bible,	because	he	loves	reading	Bible	
stories	–	so	he’s	got	a	Roman	soldier	dress-up…	The	Roman	soldier	is	part	of	Easter.	So,	you	
know	he	was	guarding	the	tomb	and	the	Roman	soldiers	killed	Jesus.	
When Naomi was co-playing with Noah (2), she confiscated Noah’s sword when she 
thought he was being “a bit rough” while swinging it, stopping his play (closing the play 
gate) (3).  Noah’s actions ‘crossed a line’ for Naomi.  His behaviour with the sword was in 
conflict with her values and her concern was that his play could result in someone being hurt, 
which were trumping priorities for her.  Naomi was prepared to return the sword if Noah 
could demonstrate that he would not be rough with it (4). By taking away the play prop, 
Naomi was teaching Noah her values and ensuring that he was aware of what she considered 
to be acceptable play behaviour.  Interestingly, Stephen had a different threshold for such 
behaviour because, according to Noah, his father taught him some of the actions that resulted 
in Naomi’s gatekeeping action to stop the play.  Thus, the nature of Noah’s playing with the 
sword had a different meaning for Naomi and Stephen.  
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Figure 8.10.  Iterative parental actions for “Wielding the Roman sword” play episode  
1. Stephen resourcing dress-up play by buying Roman soldier costume  
è Weighing up competing priorities between household tasks and play request 
2. Naomi co-playing with Noah, who is being “a bit rough” using the sword  
è Trumping priority of safety concerns 
3. Naomi confiscates the sword, stopping the play 
è Weighing up competing priorities between Noah’s play preferences and 
possibility of safety being compromised  
4. Naomi considering whether to allow Noah access to the sword again.  
 
Naomi explained that values from her religious beliefs, such as “do unto others what 
you would have them do unto you”, were a very important guiding motivation for her.  In 
contrast to facilitating dressing up as a Roman soldier or medieval knight through the 
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provision of props and costumes, Naomi limited Noah’s ability to pursue his interest in ‘gun’ 
play by actively choosing not to provide resources for such play, because it conflicted with 
her values.  Noah only received materials for such play as birthday party presents from other 
people and Naomi had, at times and without his knowledge, thrown out gun-related toy gifts 
so that Noah could not play with them, an action located in the limiting quadrant of the 
parental action matrix resulting in closing the gate to such play.  Naomi explained why she 
actively limited such play:  
He	[Noah]	still	has	toys	that	transform	and	have	guns	that	he	was	given	but	it's	not	
something	I	would	go	out	and	buy…	It's	like,	ok,	you're	talking	about	guns	-	you've	said	it	
two	or	three	times	in	the	last	10	minutes.	I	think	I've	heard	enough	now.	Let's	distract	you	
to	another	activity…	So	whenever	he	wants	to	[pretend]	kill	someone	I	say	‘how	about	we	
arrest	him	and	take	him	to	prison	instead.	Let	the	law	deal	with	it’…	We	talk	about	
forgiveness	and	‘do	unto	others	what	you	would	have	them	do	unto	you’.	So,	[I	say	to	
Noah]	‘Would	you	want	someone	to	shoot	you’,	[Noah	replies]	‘No’,	[so	I	say]	‘Ok,	well	let's	
not	shoot	anybody	else’.		
The mothers interviewed were active gatekeepers of their children’s play, shutting the 
gate to play when it came into conflict with their values, with a number of the other mothers 
of boys sharing Naomi’s active discouragement of ‘gun’ play. 
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Episode 6: Chelsea and ‘The Tongue’ Slide  
 
Figure 8.11. A ‘Tongue Slide’ like the one removed from Georgia’s park 
When I heard Georgia talking at a local park about how she was disappointed that a 
controversial slippery slide had been removed, I was keen to hear her perspective as it 
seemed to contradict other mothers’ efforts to minimise risk.  I had already conducted 18 
interviews, and had heard that ensuring children’s safety was a key motivation for the 
mothers I had interviewed.  My curiosity was fuelled by this insight and by being aware that 
other local parents’ complaints to the local councillor regarding the hazardous nature of the 
slide had resulted in the slide’s removal and replacement with a conventional slide.  This was 
how Georgia described the slide that had been removed:  
We	called	it	a	tongue	slide.	It	didn't	have	any	railings	on	the	side	and	if	you	didn't	lean	the	
right	way	as	per	the	instruction	sign	that	was	there,	but	not	all	kids	there	could	read,	and	
you	came	off	the	edge.		It	was	quite	scary	when	I	first	got	on	it	-	the	momentum	that	you	
build.	I	really	liked	it	-	it	was	a	kind	of	a	challenge.	When	I	first	assessed	it	I	wouldn't	just	let	
them	get	on	it	without	explaining	it	to	them	and	I	think	I	went	on	it	with	Chelsea	the	first	
time.	
I asked Georgia why she was so disappointed that the slide had been removed. This 
was her answer: 
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I	have	a	think	about	'what's	the	best	thing	that's	going	to	happen?’		They're	going	to	have	
an	awesome	time;	they'll	feel	like	they've	accomplished	something;	it	would	be	good	for	
their	confidence;	bit	of	fun.	What's	the	worst	thing	that's	going	to	happen?	They	might	fall	
off;	they	might	-	I	don't	know	worst	case	scenario	break	an	arm	or	something,	but	it's	not	
going	to	lead	to	death	or	head	injuries	or	anything	really	bad.	And	I	hung	[stood]	on	the	
side	to	be	able	to	catch	them	on	the	area	that	they	were	going	to	fall	off.	So	I	was	really	
disappointed	when	it	was	removed.	
The numbers in the following description correspond to the numbered parental actions 
in Figure 8.12.  When Georgia first saw the slide she thought it looked risky and due to the 
trumping priority of safety, she limited her children’s opportunity to use the slide, thus 
closing the gate to play (1).  She then weighed up the anticipated risks of the slide, that is, 
potential injuries, with its anticipated benefits, that is, having fun and an opportunity for her 
children to develop confidence through a challenge.  As part of this process, Georgia 
carefully inspected the slide and co-played by riding the slide with her younger daughter (2).  
For Georgia, the advantages outweighed the disadvantages, because she decided that an 
unacceptable risk, that is, a head injury or death, was very unlikely and resourced Chelsea’s 
play on the slide by standing by the side in case they fell off (3).  As such, the ‘tongue slide’ 
did not reach Georgia’s ‘safety threshold’ because it did not exceed the amount of risk that 
was acceptable to her.  Had Georgia’s safety threshold been reached, she would have 
inhibited her children’s opportunity to use the slide irrespective of the council’s decision. 
Although Georgia’s safety risk threshold was not exceeded for the ‘tongue slide’, so 
that she permitted her children to use it, the safety risk threshold was exceeded for the local 
community because the local government decided to have the slide removed.  This external 
action removed the possibility of Georgia enacting her own gatekeeping choice to allow the 
play opportunity.  
In discussing making gatekeeping decisions, the mothers described the dilemma they 
had in pinpointing when a situation crossed over from being an acceptable risk that they 
considered good for their child’s development and learning, especially when it involved a 
desirable challenge, to being an unacceptable risk that put the child in harm’s way.   
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Figure 8.12.  Iterative parental actions for “The tongue slide” play episode  
1. Georgia limiting access to Chelsea riding ‘tongue slide’ due to trumping priority 
è Weighing up competing priorities between challenging play and risk 
2. Georgia assessed the slide by co-playing on it with Chelsea 
è  Weighing up competing priorities between challenging play and risk  
3. Georgia resourced Chelsea’s play by standing close by to the slide 
 
This chapter explored specific play episodes in depth to demonstrate the iterations of 
mothers shaping the context of children’s play.  Actions towards their children’s play are not 
static, but change over time through process linkages as mothers take into account their 
perceptions of contextual elements of their children’s play and their own guiding motivations 
at different points in time.  Even though the process was evident in the specific play episodes 
Facilitating	child’s	play	opportunity	
Restricting	child’s	play	opportunity	
High	parental	interaction	with	child	
No	parental	interaction	with	child	
INTERACTION	CONTINUUM	
GATEK
EEPING
	CONTI
NUUM	 3	
1	
2	
	186	
described by the mothers interviewed, pervading the interviews were overall patterns in how 
mothers worked through this process.  In the next chapter, I discuss these overall patterns in 
detail with reference to concerns raised in academic and mainstream literature about the ways 
in which parents may be limiting children’s opportunities for play, exploring the broader 
issues that were common between the mothers.  
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Chapter 9 
Discussion 
This study aimed to understand mothers’ experiences of their preschool children’s 
play.  Because mothers’ descriptions indicated that their experiences of their children’s play 
were inextricably linked to their actions, I developed the constructivist grounded theory of 
How mothers shape the context of their preschool children’s play.  The components of this 
grounded theory were outlined in Chapter 5, explicated in detail in Chapter 6 and 7, and 
explored as iterative patterns within particular mother-child dyads in Chapter 8.  The theory 
provides a framework for answering the study questions of how mothers describe, experience 
and participate in their preschool children’s play as well as what influences mothers’ actions 
to create or limit opportunities for their preschool children’s play.  In answering these 
questions, the theory also helps to explore the three concerns that permeate academic and 
mainstream literature.  These concerns are that: 1. overprotective parents are limiting 
children’s free play opportunities; 2. parents are not making play with their preschool 
children a priority; and 3. well-resourced parents are choosing adult-led activities over child-
led free play.  This chapter examines the way in which the constructivist grounded theory of 
How mothers shape the context of their preschool children’s play contributes to 
understanding that mothers’ actions both gave support to and countered these three concerns.   
Each of these concerns appears to represent one side of a double bind dilemma for 
parents.  That is, parents receive conflicting messages related to each concern regarding how 
to parent their children, and they wrestle with the dynamic tension created as a result.  The 
theory I developed sheds light on how the educated, middle class mothers (and their families) 
in this study navigated these societal expectations with regard to their children’s play.  
Specifically, mothers addressed the challenges of: 1. keeping their children safe during play, 
without being overprotective; 2. engaging meaningfully with their children through play, 
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without being limited to co-playing; and 3. fostering the developmental needs of their 
children, without over-engineering children’s activities. 
Keeping Children Safe During Play Without Being Overprotective 
The article from The Weekend Australian Magazine with the headline “Playtime’s 
over: Are overprotective parents killing the fun of growing up?” (Jackman, 2009) reflects a 
pervasive perception in Australian society (and in other parts of the world) that parents are 
limiting their children’s opportunities for play because they are overly concerned about their 
children’s safety.  The resulting implication is that parents are attempting to eliminate risk 
altogether.  The term ‘overprotective’ is used to label parents when they are overly warm, 
restrictive or intrusive in situations in which this is not warranted (Rubin et al., 2002).  
Restrictiveness and intrusiveness are the main characteristics emphasised in relation to the 
concept of overprotectiveness.   
A number of authors have associated overprotectiveness with the concept of risk and 
severity of potential harm possible in a situation.  The severity of harm that is deemed 
acceptable appears to have contracted over generations (Bundy et al., 2009; Wyver et al., 
2010b).  Terms such as "surplus safety" have been used to describe how adults take excessive 
restrictive actions to prevent any level of injury from occurring (Bundy et al., 2009; Wyver et 
al., 2010b).  The theme of safety is particularly evident in studies of children’s outdoor play.  
Studies of parental perceptions have identified that concerns about safety are a key factor that 
limit parents from supporting free, outdoor play (e.g., Clements, 2004; Sallis et al., 1997; 
Veitch et al., 2006).  
An equally important consideration, is the expectation that young children in an urban 
context should be supervised when playing outside (Gaskins et al., 2007; Rivkin, 2015; 
Tandon et al., 2012), with it being acceptable that children begin to experience autonomy 
beyond adult supervision in the primary school years (Gill, 2007).  In Western society, there 
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is a perception that parents are negligent when their children are not sufficiently supervised.  
For example, Lenore Skenazy was vilified as “America’s worst Mom” (2009, p. xvi) when 
she allowed her nine year old son to catch public transport alone in New York.  
The following discussion explores the dynamic tension mothers in this study 
experienced in keeping their children safe without being overprotective so as to allow them to 
be challenged during play.  This double bind is partially created by the messages parents 
receive from society about the need to protect children, but to also allow them to experience 
risk (Bristow, 2014; Furedi, 2008).  
The Challenge of Keeping Children Safe While Supporting Play Experiences 
There were times when mothers in this study limited and stopped their children’s free 
play because concern for their children’s safety was a trumping priority.  However, at other 
times they would be prepared to risk adverse outcomes (within limits that differed for 
different mothers) in order to pursue other important guiding motivations.  Using an 
ecological approach, I explored how mothers used their perceptions of factors such as safety 
within a temporal and cultural context.  While the mothers considered safety, they also 
considered the time they had available to provide adequate supervision for their preschool 
children’s outdoor play within the context of the competing demands of family life and the 
availability of (or lack thereof) resources for play such as neighbourhood play partners.  
Mothers also went to great lengths to create opportunities for children to have challenging 
play opportunities. 
The mothers frequently discussed how they made decisions to minimise the risk of 
their children being harmed during play, which was a key guiding motivation for all mothers 
interviewed.  Most of the episodes of play in which mothers discussed their safety concerns 
occurred in backyards, local streets, parks and playgrounds.  Mothers acknowledged their 
worries and fears about physical injury, the problem of traffic and the possible threat of 
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strangers in play situations outside the home just like mothers in other studies (e.g., 
Clements, 2004; Tandy, 1999; Veitch et al., 2006).  Mothers either limited children’s access 
to potential play spaces or attempted to stop their children's play if their safety risk threshold 
was exceeded or they perceived that it would be exceeded in a particular context.  In these 
circumstances, children’s safety was a trumping priority over all other considerations for the 
mother.   
In the multidisciplinary play literature there are frequent references to the common 
Western attitude, that, in enacting the parental role of keeping their children safe from harm, 
parents can tend to be overprotective, resulting in limitations to children’s play (e.g., Bundy 
et al., 2009; Frost, 2012; Gill, 2007; Wyver et al., 2010b).  When parents are notified of a 
specific risk in society, for example, through signage, they may think that the risk must be 
unacceptable and therefore it should be eliminated.  Consequently, the responsibility is 
transferred to parents and they are likely to perceive that they would be negligent if they were 
to ignore such a notification.  This was evident in mothers’ responses to the official sign 
warning that “Snakes have been seen in this area” in Figure 5.4.  Such signs warning of the 
risks of specific environments or play equipment are commonplace (Bundy et al., 2011; Gill, 
2007) and bring people’s attention to the potential negative consequences of risk.  
A culture of risk aversion is evident in the public fear of litigation (Ball, 2002; Furedi, 
2008; Gill, 2007).  Fear of litigation motivated the local council’s removal of the slippery 
slide Georgia discussed in Chapter 8.  The same slippery slide was recalled in the USA as a 
result of a litigation case when a child broke her arm when playing on the equipment (CBS 
Chicago, , 2012; United States Consumer Product Safety Commission, 2012).  
In addition to their perceptions of risk, mothers considered societal expectations of 
adequate levels of supervision in making decisions about free play.  In Queensland, it is 
legislated that children under the age of 12 years must be supervised by an adult (with a 
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penalty of up to three years jail) (Criminal Code Act 1889, 2015).  The expected levels of 
supervision pervade culture, for example, in written and televised media there are many 
stories about parents who have faced court or been reprimanded by police because members 
of the public reported that they had been negligent by not supervising their children.  
Australian examples include a father who faced court action because he allowed his nine year 
old son to go into a shopping centre alone and the boy became lost (“Dad lashes police”, 
2012); and a mother was told by police that she should not have allowed her ten year old 
daughter to walk to and from the bus stop alone (Arlington & Stevenson, , 2012).  In the 
USA, Lenore Skenazy (2009) began the ‘free range kids’ movement, which focuses on 
allowing school aged children to have more independent mobility and play following the 
public outcry after the incident (mentioned earlier) in which her son rode the New York 
subway alone.  One mother in the current study made reference to such stories in the media, 
which she said were about “being a negligent parent”.   
When mothers’ motivation to keep children safe from harm was combined with their 
concern about the possibility of being judged as being negligent by their peers, the public and 
the law, safety tended to be a trumping priority over other considerations and mothers limited 
children’s opportunities for play.  However, under such circumstances, mothers were also 
concerned that they were being overprotective by not allowing their children to have more 
challenging play experiences.  Mothers in this study attempted to resolve this dynamic 
tension by opening up the space for children to have safe opportunities for child-led play.  By 
employing other process linkages including weighing up competing priorities and creating 
win-win situations, they were able to move beyond the ‘default’ position of safety as a 
trumping priority.   
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Moving Beyond Safety as a Trumping Priority for Limiting Play by Reframing Risk 
Even though mothers wanted to ensure their children’s safety during play, they also 
wanted to encourage play with elements of risk so as to foster their children’s development 
and learning, another key guiding motivation.  Many mothers described examples of 
weighing up competing priorities to allow their children to continue to play.  They even took 
their children to specific parks to provide them with opportunities for ‘risky’ play, because 
they identified that such play was beneficial for their child’s physical and emotional 
development.  However, these benefits could only be realised if they were not trumped by the 
mother's concerns for their child's safety or that the mother would be perceived as negligent if 
there were any adverse outcomes.  In terms of the grounded theory of this thesis, in these 
situations mothers turned from a process linkage of safety as a trumping priority, to one of 
weighing up competing priorities. 
Mothers were aware of the possible negative consequences for children’s 
development of being overprotective, illustrated by a mother’s remark “if we're always on top 
of them, then how are they going to foster independence and confidence?”  These perceptions 
reflect the importance of the attachment theory concept of a secure base (Ainsworth, 1979), 
in which children are confident to explore away from the security of their mother.  Parents 
have been found to make similar associations between restricting play and negative 
consequences for children in other studies (e.g., Brussoni, Olsen, Pike, & Sleet, 2012; 
Valentine & McKendrick, 1997).  Research evidence that parents who are over solicitous 
(directive and controlling) toward their young children have children who demonstrate 
reticent behaviours such as shyness and wariness with peers (Rubin et al., 2001; Rubin, 
Hastings, Stewart, Henderson, & Chen, 1997) support these perceptions of the mothers.   
Mothers described the dilemma they had in pinpointing when a situation crossed over 
from being an acceptable risk that they considered good for their child’s development and 
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learning, especially when it involved a desirable challenge and an opportunity for children to 
learn skills in resilience, to being an unacceptable risk that put their child in harm’s way.  
That is, mothers would only facilitate play if their safety risk threshold was not exceeded and 
they valued the perceived benefit of the play.  Three dimensional rope web climbing 
structures at parks, sometimes referred to as ‘space nets’, were referred to by mothers in the 
study, and academics (Eager & Little, 2012), as examples of play equipment that allow for 
this type of challenging, yet safe play.  Space nets are designed in a way that children cannot 
fall in a direct line of more than 2.5 metres, so as to reduce the risk of serious injury (Eager & 
Little, 2012). 
A number of episodes described by mothers involved their initial perception that a 
particular play action of their child would be too risky, but they subsequently reviewed this 
perception in light of other contextual elements, impacting their decision to open or keep the 
gate open to the play.  Mothers were likely to facilitate such risky play when they perceived 
and valued that their children could potentially benefit from the activity, such as by 
developing their physical skills, gaining confidence and building resilience from being 
challenged or contributing to their self-identity.  In these circumstances, the mothers either 
took steps to help their children build their skills, thus lowering the risk of harm, or evaluated 
the situation from the cost-benefit perspective of weighing up competing priorities and they 
deemed that the risk of minimal injury was acceptable.  The two play episodes discussed in 
Chapter 8, “Fixing the taps” and “The slippery slide”, involved both mothers re-evaluating 
their perception of risk for their child after gaining more information, because of the potential 
benefits the activities afforded for personal identity and experiencing challenge, respectively.  
Billy’s mother, Deborah, asked him about what he was doing and Chelsea’s mother, Georgia, 
rode on the slippery slide herself to assess the demands of the activity. 
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Ironically, although riding on the slippery slide led Georgia to allow such risky play 
for Chelsea, often such parental behaviour would be judged as overprotective.  In an 
interview for the American Journal of Play, the editor of “Psychology Today” and writer of 
the book A Nation of Wimps: The High Cost of Invasive Parenting, Hara Estroff Marano, 
recalled observing fathers in the playground with their children “coaching every move – 
moving the kids’ arms, catching them as they came down the tiny slide” (2011, p. 424).  If 
Marano had observed Chelsea’s mother going down the slippery slide with her the first time, 
she might have made a similar comment, interpreting the behaviour as overprotective.  
However, Georgia’s actions actually resulted in her facilitating the risky play that Marano 
despairs is being lost.  
The ways that mothers in this study appeared to consider the value of challenging 
play in the process of weighing up competing priorities reflects elements of an intervention 
used in a study by Niehues et al. (2013), to reframe adult perceptions of risky play.  Niehues 
et al. undertook a study as part of the Sydney Playground Project, in which loose materials 
with no defined purpose, such as car tyres, ropes, planks and bubble wrap, were introduced 
into school playgrounds in order to increase children’s physical activity and social skills 
(Bundy et al., 2011; Wyver et al., 2010b).  One component of this project was an intervention 
with parents and teachers that aimed to reframe their perceptions of risk (Niehues et al., 
2013).  The risk reframing sessions involved experiential learning tasks that explored broad 
perceptions of the costs and benefits of risk, and resulted in the participants changing their 
perceptions of risk to incorporate the notions of challenge and opportunities (Niehues et al., 
2013).  This intervention was implemented because there was concern that teacher and parent 
fears about risk could result in the project materials being rejected by the schools and hence 
limit the longevity of the project.  Health professionals such as occupational therapists have a 
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key role in helping parents reframe play activities in terms of the benefits for children 
experiencing such challenging play.  
Addressing Motivations Other Than Safety Concerns to Limit or Support Outdoor Play 
Mothers in this study often limited play when safety concerns were a trumping 
priority.  However, the mothers also discussed limiting play opportunities because of factors 
such as available time and energy, with reference to competing priorities and child attributes.  
In these situations, weighing up competing priorities and creating win-win opportunities were 
important process linkages beyond the issue of safety.  Most studies that have investigated 
decreases in children’s outdoor playtime ask parents about safety concerns (Clements, 2004; 
Tandon et al., 2012; Veitch et al., 2006).  Very few investigate how mothers make time for 
outdoor play.  This study contributes greatly to widening this perspective of understanding 
what mothers consider before creating or limiting opportunities for outdoor play. 
Because preschool children are of an age that they still require close supervision 
(Tandon et al., 2012), mothers discussed that they either needed to prioritise outdoor play by 
taking children to parks and outdoor play spaces, or they needed to be able to supervise the 
children playing in the backyard.  There were very few episodes of children’s neighbourhood 
play on local streets, and these only occurred when parents were on the street with their 
children or in cul-de-sacs with infrequent traffic and available playmates.  Veitch et al. 
(2006) also found that parents in their study reported that cul-de-sacs were popular 
playspaces for their children.  Gill (2006) reported that survey evaluations suggested 
improvements in children’s opportunities for street play after the development of “home 
zones” (p. 91) in the United Kingdom.  Home zones are residential streets that are designed 
so that the street space can be safely shared by vehicles and pedestrians.  The concept 
originated in the Netherlands, where such streets are called Woonerf (Gill, 2006). 
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When taking children elsewhere, mothers in the study discussed how they consciously 
made outdoor play the priority, and often created win-win opportunities by meeting up with 
their friends who had children.  This often created conflict with the mother’s other priorities, 
such as fulfilling household tasks.  Chapter 6 outlined examples in which mothers’ decision 
making in relation to taking children to parks and other outdoor play spaces were weighed up 
with competing priorities, such as household demands and the mothers’ energy level.  Sallis 
et al. (1997) studied the factors that would draw parents to play spaces away from the home, 
and found that “safety” was the highest rated consideration for parents.  However, mothers in 
the present study identified that sometimes they were motivated to take their children to play 
away from home, but their competing priorities often prevented them from doing this.  Veitch 
et al. (2006) also found that parents reported parental motivation and time availability as 
some of the most frequent barriers to children’s park use. 
Mothers often decided to take their children to play spaces away from home when 
their priority guiding motivation was to provide opportunity for physical development or to 
practise a skill such as bike riding, or they could identify a win-win situation that addressed 
another motivation of the mother, such as meeting up with their own friends.  Mothers 
frequently referred to opportunities in which they could socialise with adults while their child 
played, supporting their decisions to take their children to specific places outside the home, 
whether it be another parent’s house or a park.  These comments support the findings of 
Refshauge et al. (2012), that social reasons, such as the playground being a place that 
supported socialising with other adults, were key factors in deciding whether to take a child 
to a particular location.  Similarly, the photograph (in Figure 5.2) of the designated 
watercourse play area in the same park as the snake sign showed many parents sitting in the 
shade in close proximity to other parents.  The layout of the water-play area supported 
parents in socialising with other adults in a shaded environment whilst supervising children, 
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whereas the natural watercourse did not afford such possibilities, irrespective of the warning 
sign about snakes.  
The mothers’ discussions of sharing their interests in co-play with their child and 
creating win-win opportunities by meeting up with other mothers and their children in the 
park demonstrate how children’s outdoor play is supported when it fits within the context of 
their family life, including their mothers’ interests and priorities.  These results help to 
understand some of the findings of Tandon’s (2012) study of the frequency of parent-
supervised outdoor play for preschool children.  Tandon found that parental perception of 
neighbourhood safety was not significantly correlated with outdoor play frequency, however 
the mother’s frequency of exercising and their child regularly playing with three or more 
friends were significantly correlated.  Valuing both physical exercise and the opportunity for 
both mother and child to socialise underpinned the creation of a win-win situation in such a 
case.  Initiatives focused on increasing participation of preschool children in outdoor 
activities would benefit from this finding of how mothers’ interest in physical activity and 
opportunities for socialising are key motivators for taking children outdoors to play. 
In addition to finding win-win opportunities for taking children to play spaces outside 
the home, mothers in this study explained the ways in which they went to considerable effort 
to ensure a safe and stimulating home environment for their children, simultaneously 
facilitating both children’s free play and the parent’s ability to do other tasks while 
peripherally supervising play.  For example, when supervising children’s outdoor play at 
home, mothers primarily created win-win opportunities by peripherally supervising 
children’s play from a place in the home where they could see their child or while gardening 
or hanging the laundry outside.  
Through the parental action of peripherally supervising play, mothers enabled their 
preschool children to have freedom and control of their play while simultaneously ensuring 
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that they minimised the risk of their children being harmed.  That is, the mothers created win-
win scenarios to achieve the multiple guiding motivations of fulfilling their other 
responsibilities while keeping their children safe and fostering their children’s identity and 
development.  Mothers were not being overprotective, because they were not acting to limit 
their child’s play, neither were they being negligent, because they remained in connection 
with their playing child in order to monitor risk.  However, mothers had to initially resource 
their children’s play in a way that aligned with their children’s play preferences, as children 
were more likely to maintain their play when peripherally supervised if they had resources 
that inspired their intrinsic motivation.  
Mothers created these win-win opportunities by responding to and modifying the 
physical features of their home environment, or in one instance, buying a home with a 
particular layout, in order to facilitate their children’s free play opportunities under parental 
peripheral supervision.  Examples included: fencing or paving the yard, ensuring a line of 
sight to the swimming pool from the kitchen, installing equipment (e.g., sand pits, soccer 
goals, trampolines, cubby-houses), purchasing playthings and permitting children to play 
with household objects.  
These resourcing actions of mothers were important in determining the types of play 
action that were possible for their children.  As described in Chapter 3, Gibson’s concept of 
an affordance refers to the relationship between the properties of an object or environment 
and the actions that such properties make possible (Gibson, 1979).  By changing physical and 
social contextual elements, such as the layout, objects and playmates available in both indoor 
and outdoor home environments, mothers influenced the types of play that children were 
afforded.  Children could ride bikes on the paving, dig in the sandpit, and play with friends.  
When mothers allowed children access to household objects, a cardboard tube left out 
became a trumpet and a telescope, and plastic cricket wickets became the lift of a forklift 
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when a mother helped tie them to a tricycle.  Because the mothers in the study ensured that 
their preschool children’s play was supervised, homes that had a line of sight to the yard from 
the living area or kitchen afforded more opportunities for children’s outdoor play than homes 
that did not allow for such peripheral supervision.  
Occupational therapists and other health professionals may use the results of this 
study to help families work out where the win-win opportunities for outdoor play could be for 
their circumstances.  This could be through finding outdoor activities that fit in with the 
family’s interests, through creating social opportunities in local parks, or through assessing 
the features of the physical and social contexts within home environments that could afford 
opportunities for peripherally supervising play. 
There were times when mothers did not find ways to facilitate play by creating win-
win opportunities through peripherally supervising play or deciding that play was a priority, 
when weighing up priorities.  When mothers wanted to keep their child safe while they did 
another activity that required their full attention, they often used screen time (television/ 
video/DVD viewing, computer/tablet and electronic game use) to create uninterrupted time.  
Creating Uninterrupted Time, Often Through Screen Time  
Researchers and mainstream commentators have suggested that an increase in 
children’s electronic leisure and play activities, referred to in this thesis as screen time, may 
be due in part to overprotective parents not allowing children to play outside (e.g., Clements, 
2004; Frost, 2012).  The interviews I conducted did not focus on children’s screen time per se 
and did not reveal any direct insights into how screen time could reflect overprotectiveness, 
however mothers discussed their children’s screen time with reference to such activities as 
being an alternative to their children’s free play.  Therefore, this study provides an insight 
into the circumstances in which mothers chose to support their children’s screen time instead 
of facilitating free, child-led play opportunities.  
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Mothers in this study felt that their children could have too much screen time.  A 
number of mothers made reference to a maximum of two hours being the acceptable amount 
of screen time for young children, a policy of the American Academy of Pediatrics 
(Strasburger et al., 2013).  They discussed how they set limits to their children’s screen usage 
and the circumstances in which they facilitated such activities.   
One of the key considerations that mothers discussed with regard to allowing their 
children screen time was that the mother was seeking uninterrupted time.  The concept of 
interrupted versus uninterrupted time was introduced in Chapter 7, when the category of 
peripherally supervising children’s play was explored.  One of the conditions for mothers to 
peripherally supervise play was that they were prepared for interruption from their child.  In 
contrast, when mothers sought uninterrupted time, such as for having a shower, working, 
talking on the telephone or pursuing a hobby, they often allowed their child to watch 
television or a DVD, or play a game on their mobile phone or computer.  Mothers knew that 
these screen time activities would result in their children being more reliably engaged for a 
set period of time than if they were playing freely.  A number of mothers used screen time to 
occupy their children during our interviews.  
While the mothers in this study expressed that, compared to their own childhoods, 
their children's play was more limited, creating opportunities for play was very important to 
them.  They invested substantial time, thought and energy (and, often substantial cost in 
terms of features of the home) into creating opportunities for their children's free play.  
People who want to facilitate children’s opportunities for play, such as occupational 
therapists, can learn from the process that mothers of this study employed to support 
children’s play.  
It may be overly simplistic to label parents as overprotective when they limit their 
children’s play or as negligent when they are not directly supervising their children’s play.  
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The mothers of this study found ways to strike a balance between the two extremes of this 
double bind, both at home and away from home.  In their home context, they did this by 
creating safe, stimulating play environments and opportunities for their preschool children to 
play.  They sought to resource their homes and backyards in ways that enabled their children 
to maintain their play while the mother both fulfilled other roles and peripherally supervised 
their child.  Mothers also actively sought opportunities for children’s play in locations 
beyond the home environment by considering the value of challenging play, helping their 
children build skills and seeking win-win opportunities for themselves and their children.  
However, due to competing priorities, there were also times that mothers limited their 
children’s free play.  
Engaging Meaningfully With Children Through Play, Without Being Limited to  
Co-playing 
There is a deficit of research studying the parental experience of children’s play.  It is 
telling, that the only reference found that explored parental experiences of pretend play asked 
parents to rate how much they enjoyed playing with their children (Haight et al., 1997), thus 
implying that there is an expectation that parents should enjoy children’s play.  Even though 
that study found that 85% of parents enjoyed playing, there was no information as to why the 
15% did not enjoy playing with their children.  Furthermore, in only studying direct parent-
child play, namely pretend play and physical play, that study reinforced the cultural bias 
regarding Western middle class families, that parent-child play is characterised by parental 
involvement in direct play (Lancy, 2007).  Challenging this bias was the finding from this 
study that the mothers valued facilitating their children’s play in more ways than simply 
playing directly with their children.  In fact, mothers described other forms of play interaction 
that are typically associated with mothers of third world cultures, such as incorporating play 
in the everyday and peripherally supervising play, as being valuable ways in which they 
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supported and shared in their children’s play and contributed to healthy parent-child 
relationships.  The grounded theory I developed in this study illuminated how and why 
mothers chose each of these different actions of sharing play.  
All mothers in the study discussed that they valued participating in their children’s 
play, however their participation was not limited to playing directly with their children.  In 
this thesis, I used the term ‘co-playing’ to refer to situations in which mothers played with 
their children because mothers in this study generally understood the term 'parent-child play' 
in its more narrow sense of engaging with the child as a play partner in activities that would 
be usually thought of as play.  This perception is unsurprising when many studies researching 
parent-child play provide a laboratory environment with toys and then direct parents to play 
‘as they would normally’ with their child at home (e.g., Bornstein, Haynes, Pascual, Painter, 
& Galperín, 1999; Flanders et al., 2009; Lindsey & Mize, 2001).  Mothers differentiated 
between being fully engaged in a play activity together with their children and other forms of 
sharing in play interactions.  These other forms of sharing in children’s play are located along 
with co-playing in the ‘sharing quadrant’ of the parental actions diagram (Figure 7.1) and 
include incorporating play in the everyday, peripherally supervising and resourcing children’s 
play episodes.   
Mothers also identified ways they created opportunities for play that did not involve 
interaction with their children, which I located in this theory in the ‘cultivating quadrant’ 
(Figure 7.2).  These included resourcing play environments and outsourcing play.  These 
different actions that mothers used to shape their children’s play demonstrate the wide range 
of ways that they facilitated children’s opportunities for play.  Given the range of actions that 
mothers value, focus on co-playing in the parenting and academic literature can obscure the 
variety of ways that parents share in and facilitate their children’s play. 
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Parents are confronted with a double bind with regard to the parent-child play 
literature, whereby they are encouraged to play with their child to build healthy relationships 
whilst also being warned not to be overly involved or controlling within such interactions 
with their children.  The value and importance of parent-child play is promoted both in 
academic literature (Ginsburg et al., 2007; Haight & Miller, 1993; MacDonald, 1993; Milteer 
et al., 2012) as well as in parenting books (e.g., Cohen, 2001; Sargent, 2003; Sutton-Smith & 
Sutton-Smith, 1974).  It is especially recommended for fostering healthy parent-child 
relationships (Milteer et al., 2012; Sutton-Smith, 1993).  While parent-child play is positively 
associated with parental as well as child socio-emotional well-being (Coyl-Shepherd & 
Hanlon, 2013), parent-child play lacks clear definition and hence it is difficult to ‘prescribe’ 
for set outcomes.  Indeed, the nature of interactions may vary, with Sutton-Smith noting that 
adult involvement in direct play with children can be a form of social control with the aim of 
“domesticating their behavior” (1993, p. 28).  Other studies link particular parenting 
behaviours during free play, such as being overly directive and controlling as representing 
intensive or over-involved parenting (Rubin et al., 2002; Rubin et al., 1997), which have been 
linked to negative outcomes for children’s health and well-being (Ungar, 2009). 
Statements made in parenting publications can be quite directive in terms of 
recommendations regarding the timing and content of parent-child play (e.g., Cohen, 2001; 
Rowley, 2009).  One mother made reference to parenting literature in which it was suggested 
that children should have 15 minutes of child-led play on a daily basis, when the parent fully 
engages and follows the lead of their child.  A daily routine outlined in one parenting book 
includes a 15 minute block of focused “one-on-one play” in which the parent is instructed to 
give their child their “undivided attention” (Rowley, 2009, p. 540).  In the book, Playful 
parenting, child psychologist Lawrence Cohen (2001) suggests that parents should connect 
with children in co-play in such ways as being foolish, goofy, silly and losing their dignity so 
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as to “follow the giggles”, the title of one particular chapter (p. 74).  Later in that chapter, 
Cohen acknowledges that parents may find it difficult to “follow the giggles”, stating: 
Perhaps	you	don’t	even	realize	you	are	unhappy	until	you	try	to	join	children	in	these	
giggle-fests,	and	you	can’t	do	it.	If	the	ideas	in	this	chapter	are	out	of	reach	for	you	because	
of	your	own	feelings,	then	please	face	those	feelings	squarely.	Take	a	good	hard	look	inside,	
talk	to	other	parents,	get	professional	help.	Your	children	will	be	forgiving	and	patient,	but	
they	do	want	you	to	loosen	up.	(p.	87	[original	emphasis])	
This statement implies that if parents do not engage in a specific type of co-play with their 
child, then they have a problem that needs to be addressed.   
Most academic literature does not purport to recommend specific amounts of time for 
parent-child play and acknowledges that it is more likely that the interaction will be 
maintained when the play is enjoyed by both parent and child (Coyl-Shepherd & Hanlon, 
2013; Sutton-Smith & Sutton-Smith, 1974).  However, in the evidence based parenting 
program, FAST (Families and Schools Together), parents are instructed to engage in the 
homework task of 15 minutes of daily child-led play (Coote, 2000, July-August).  The 
American Academy of Pediatrics’ clinical report about play states that: 
Pediatricians	can	reinforce	that	parents	who	share	unscheduled	spontaneous	time	with	
their	children	and	who	play	with	their	children	are	being	wonderfully	supportive,	nurturing,	
and	productive	(Ginsburg	et	al.,	2007,	p.	187).	
Although this statement includes reference to the value of simply spending time with 
children, parents may associate statements that make reference to the benefits of parent-child 
play with specific recommendations and judgments from parenting literature and conclude 
that it is important to co-play in a particular way with your children for a set amount of time. 
Some parents who focus on the more directive statements in parenting literature may 
be concerned when they do not meet such standards.  This was the case for a number of the 
mothers in the study.  Some mothers expressed a concern that they were not “playing 
enough” with their children.  Other mothers identified that they did not consider being a play 
partner for their children in co-play as a key role for them.  These mothers noted the 
availability of siblings or friends at day care or kindergarten as play partners and stated that 
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supporting play opportunities with other children was more important for them than being a 
play partner for their child.  Mothers who felt they did not do enough co-playing with their 
children perceived that co-playing was a type of interaction that was especially important, 
because it allowed for their child to be in control of the play.  However, these mothers also 
questioned why there was less emphasis in parenting books about other forms of valuable 
parent-child play interactions, such as incorporating play into household activities, indicating 
an under-recognition of the variety of ways that these parents were interacting with their 
playing children. 
The focus on co-playing interactions between parent and child alludes to the tendency 
for society and some researchers to view play and non-play activities as distinctly separate.  
The notion that activities do not always fit into discrete, mutually exclusive categories such 
as play versus work was identified in the literature review in Chapter 2 as well as the 
mothers’ conceptualisation of play in Chapter 5.  Although there is a common assumption in 
Western culture that work and play are distinctly different, if not opposites (Brown & 
Vaughan, 2009; Primeau, 1998), mothers in the study challenged the notion that they are 
dichotomous.  
The notion that play and work are not separate also enters into children’s 
conceptualisations of play, with studies showing that children identify some activities as 
neither work nor play (Cunningham & Wiegel, 1992), and characterise activities as in 
between play and work (Wing, 1995).  The element of “fun” was critical for mothers in the 
study describing activities as play.  A qualitative study of seven to eleven year old children’s 
descriptions of play also found that fun emerged as the defining characteristic of children’s 
identification of play activities (Miller & Kuhaneck, 2008).  Ironically, when parents find it 
difficult to co-play with their children because the activity does not feel like play to them, 
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they may actually perceive such play as being work because they feel obligated in their 
parenting role to participate in such a way.  
Mothers described play as an attitude and considered incorporating children’s play 
into non-play activities as providing valuable parent-child play opportunities.  Primeau 
(1998) identified that parents use strategies of segregating or including play with their 
children within household tasks in the context of play at home.  In this study, the category of 
co-playing is similar to Primeau’s strategy of segregating play because they both involve play 
being sequentially interspersed with other activities.  The categories of incorporating play 
into the everyday and peripherally supervising play are similar to Primeau’s inclusion 
strategy of embedding play as well as Bateson’s concept of enfolded activity (1996), Haight 
and Miller’s theme of “enlivening daily routines” (1993) and Pierce’s (2000) concept of co-
occupation, because each of these terms refers to the ways in which children’s play may be 
included within other activities.  Like the mothers in the present study, Primeau noted that 
embedding play into household activities challenged the notion of play and work as separate 
constructs.   
The findings of this study extend the work of the researchers that have also studied 
children’s play in the everyday contexts of family life, by describing the conditions and 
processes that led to mothers engaging in these different actions.  These conditions and 
processes are important for occupational therapists and other professionals to consider and 
incorporate in their work helping families create supportive contexts for children’s play.  
Mothers’ Experiences of Co-playing  
The examples of co-playing that Coyl-Shepherd and Hanlon (2013) provided to 
illustrate the benefits of parent-child play for parents’ well-being were also activities that the 
parents enjoyed, such as bike riding and specific sports.  The present study supported this 
finding.  When mothers shared their interests and skills with their children in co-play 
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activities that both enjoyed and were intrinsically motivated to participate in, the mothers 
were able to fulfil their guiding motivation to foster their own identity as well as foster their 
unique relationship with their child by creating an opportunity for meaningful moments of 
connection.  
Mothers discussed how the play activities that they or their partners enjoyed sharing 
with their children were ones that felt like play for them.  Through co-play, parents shared 
their own play preferences and play styles with their children.  The “Building blocks” play 
episode discussed in Chapter 8 illustrated how Kylie enjoyed sharing creative play, whereas 
her husband Julian enjoyed constructive play with their daughter Poppy.  
In contrast, when mothers described co-playing with their children in activities in 
which the mothers had little interest or during which they were thinking of all the other tasks 
that were competing priorities for them, they tended to find it boring or challenging.  It was 
under such circumstances that the mothers either attempted to “extricate” themselves from 
these scenarios or decided to continue, because, when weighing up competing priorities over 
their other guiding motivations, the perceived developmental benefits for their child were 
paramount.  Many of the mothers found engaging in pretend play difficult.  Some expressed 
their relief that their child could experience this play with other children at day care or 
kindergarten, and that they therefore did not feel responsible for participating in such play.  
Mothers are not the only adults who can find engaging in pretend play with children 
challenging.  A study of adult students engaged in narrative play with preschool children also 
found that the play interactions were unsuccessful when the student was not motivated to 
share the play theme, was not active ‘in role’ participation and did not elaborate at critical 
points of the play (Hakkarainen, Brėdikytė, Jakkula, & Munter, 2013).  Only when the 
student took the lead from the child’s play idea and genuinely participated in the play activity 
together with the child was the play intervention effective (Hakkarainen et al., 2013).  
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Mothers’ negative experiences of pretend play with their children documented in this 
study have not been identified in laboratory studies.  Yet, this finding may contribute an 
explanation for the findings of previous studies comparing the amount of time parents spend 
participating in pretend play.  A laboratory study comparing parent-child play with materials 
that supported pretend play compared to materials that supported physical play found that 
parents initiated and spent more time in physical play than pretend play (Lindsey & Mize, 
2001).  A naturalistic study found that children at the age of four spent more time in solo 
pretend play episodes and pretend play with other children than in pretend play episodes with 
their mothers.  Whereas, children up to the age of 36 months sustained longer pretend play 
episodes with their mothers when compared with playing alone or with other children 
(Haight, Masiello, Dickson, Huckeby, & Black, 1994).  In the current study, one mother 
commented that she found it difficult to “be” a four year old like her daughter when engaging 
in pretend play.  Such comments could help to explain these findings.   
Physical play within sport is something that extends into adult life and does not 
require a different cognitive schema for adults to that of children.  While some adults 
continue to have rich imaginary play, the cognitive processes associated with pretend play, 
that is, the Piagetian stage of symbolic thought, are not typical of adult thought patterns and 
may be difficult for adults to sustain for long periods.  Mothers often discussed how, during 
protracted pretend play episodes with their children, their mind wandered to more logical and 
practical thoughts such as determining what household tasks needed to be done. 
Mothers often outsourced play to kindergarten, day care and other adults, especially 
when they valued the play, but did not feel sufficiently interested or skilled for co-play.  Craft 
play, pretend play and specific sporting games are examples of the types of play that mothers 
described outsourcing.  Knowing that their child would be having such play opportunities 
while simultaneously enabling uninterrupted time for themselves created win-win situations. 
	209	
Weighing up competing priorities that vied for mothers' time, such as household 
tasks, caring for an infant, and work demands, frequently resulted in mothers closing the gate 
to children's play opportunities, and especially reduced the likelihood of mothers co-playing 
with their children.  When a mother’s attention was fully on playing with her child, she was 
unable to participate in other activities that were also a priority for her.  For example, mothers 
explained that taking their children to play in the local park or being a hospital patient in a 
pretend play scenario were not priorities for them when it meant sacrificing time that was 
needed for household tasks such as cooking the dinner.   
There were a number of ways that mothers addressed conflicting priorities and they 
made ‘trade-offs’ to try and address as many priorities as possible, thus creating win-win 
situations.  They often used the actions of peripherally supervising, resourcing play episodes 
and incorporating children’s play into non-play activities instead of co-playing.  These 
actions are also opportunities for meaningful connection between mothers and children. 
Because occupational therapists are skilled in identifying the “fit” between the person, 
the activity and the context (Law et al., 1996), when working with families, therapists could 
use the findings from this study to help identify particular play activities that parents may 
enjoy co-playing with their children.  By taking into consideration the parent’s play style, 
skills and interests when creating interventions, occupational therapists can work out 
activities that are a good fit for the parent and child.  When there is not a good fit between the 
parent and the child’s play styles, the therapist can identify other ways of meeting the child’s 
play needs.  Similar to the mothers in the study, rather than asking parents to engage in play 
activities that they do not enjoy, therapists could outsource the activity by investigating the 
possibility of involving other family members or a different context such as preschool or they 
could help parents incorporate the child’s play actions into everyday activities.   
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Alternatives to Co-Playing: Creating Win-win Opportunities by Incorporating Play in 
the Everyday 
In the sharing quadrant of the parental play actions diagram (Figure 7.1), co-playing is 
only one type of parental action that involves facilitation of children’s play and interaction 
with the parent.  Parents can connect meaningfully with their playing child by incorporating 
play in the everyday.  In this section, I discuss the value and conditions necessary for these 
‘everyday’ parental actions of incorporating play into non-play activities, resourcing play 
episodes and peripherally supervising play.  By incorporating children's play and learning 
into daily activities such as household and personal care tasks, mothers combined these 
otherwise competing priorities when they perceived they had the time, skills and energy to 
involve their child. 
When studying play in terms of discrete activities, it may appear that children are 
spending less time playing than they actually are.  Studies using time diaries have revealed 
that American children’s free playtime has decreased over the period from 1981 to 2003 
(Hofferth, 2009; Hofferth & Sandberg, 2000).  However, analyses that differentiate play as 
discrete activities for the purpose of labelling activities in a time diary, for example, would 
not have revealed the parental actions of supporting children’s participation or injecting 
playfulness into non-play activities (e.g., when someone makes a playful remark during a 
meal or the children play a brief game of hide and seek in the minutes after their father has 
arrived home from work).  Although the mothers in this study did not necessarily call these 
moments ‘quality time’ (a commonly used term associated with parenting), they bear the 
hallmarks of bonding opportunities and meaningful moments of connection with their 
children, however brief.  It is not surprising that mothers in the study described taking 
advantage of such opportunities for connection within non-play activities, with data from a 
longitudinal time use study in Australia documenting that 40% of the time four to five year 
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old children spend with their mothers on weekdays is during personal care activities (Baxter, 
2010). 
Incorporating children’s play in the everyday was a parental action that was much 
more prevalent than the category of co-playing, not only in the present study, but also across 
cultures.  Conceptualising play as a different type of activity to work or self-care activities 
also has cultural implications and was identified as problematic in the reviewed play studies 
from non-Western cultures.  The observational study of Mayan children’s play by Bazyk et 
al. (2003) revealed little evidence of play activities when they were defined as “non-
obligatory activities engaged in the primary purpose of having fun” (p. 280).  However, 
observations revealed many examples of injecting playfulness into children’s daily activities 
such as washing in the river and helping a mother repair cracks in the dirt floor.  In the 
ethnographic research, the Six Culture Project, children in the subsistence community of 
Nyansongo, Kenya, exhibited the least amount of time playing, with the majority of their 
time being spent in agriculture, animal care and child care (Edwards, 2000; Whiting & 
Edwards, 1992).  However, like Bazyk et al.’s study (2003), Edwards (2000) noted that the 
Nyansongo children often “combined their play into their work” (p. 329), such as boys aged 
four to eleven years old played in a stream and created a dam while they watered their cattle.  
Of the six cultures studied by Whiting and Edwards (1992), only mothers in the USA 
were observed teaching their children appropriate playful behaviour in the context of direct 
adult-child play (co-play).  In all other cultures, such teaching of play behaviours was only 
observed in play interactions with other children.   
Lancy (2007) proposed that the way mother-child play is viewed in the discipline of 
psychology, “as both necessary for normal development and an unlimited good” (p. 273), is 
incongruous with anthropologists’ finding that evidence of adult-child play is largely absent 
in ethnographic research outside of the USA, Europe and Asia.  Evident in his analysis of 
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parents’ views from developing societies, is the action category of peripherally supervising 
play: “at best, they look appreciatively on play as something that keeps their youngsters 
distracted and out of the way so that they can get their work done” (p. 277).  However, in 
comparing mother-child play between cultures, Lancy (2007) only referred to mother-child 
co-play and resourcing play behaviours in modern societies.  By contrasting peripherally 
supervising play in developing societies with co-play in modern societies, there is a failure to 
acknowledge the significance of peripherally supervising play as a type of mother-child 
interaction within modern society.   
With the focus of research on parent-child co-play, other parenting play actions, such 
as incorporating play in the everyday and peripherally supervising play, have not been 
acknowledged as valuable to modern, Western parents.  Yet the mothers in the present study 
consistently identified that when they interacted with their children in these ways, they 
created win-win opportunities.  
Many mothers described incorporating children's play in everyday activities, such as 
cooking and cleaning, as being an enjoyable way to interact with their children.  The 
descriptions of mothers incorporating children’s play in the everyday through supporting 
children's participation demonstrated the mothers’ awareness of the skills of their child, and 
how the mother provided tasks that would be at a level that the child could do with support.  
Similarly, Primeau (1998) identified that parents embed children’s play into activities by 
scaffolding, that is, adults teaching children through play (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976).  By 
scaffolding children's play and learning along with daily activities such as household and 
personal care tasks, parents combine these otherwise competing priorities, creating a win-win 
opportunity.   
In addition to identifying incorporating play in the everyday as a parental action 
similar to Primeau’s concept of embedding play, the present study also revealed the 
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conditions necessary for mothers to engage in this action.  These conditions included aspects 
of the mothers’ perceptions, guiding motivations and process linkages, in that the child 
needed to be motivated, the mother needed sufficient skills, time and energy to involve the 
child as well as being prepared for a less quality outcome than if she did the task herself.  If 
mothers were concerned about other tasks that were priorities and felt short of time, they 
were unlikely to initiate or respond positively to their child’s request to participate in a 
household task such as cooking. 
Injecting playfulness into non-play activities was another way that mothers in the 
study described incorporating play.  Some mothers discussed how they purposefully injected 
playfulness into non-play activities so as to elicit cooperative behaviour from their child, 
resolve conflict or to simply incorporate fun into daily tasks.  In their study of mothers’ 
involvement in pretend play, Haight and Miller (1993) described using play for these 
purposes as “managing others”  (p. 78) “arguing” (1993, p. 74),  and “enlivening daily 
routines” (p. 76).  Gordon (2008) discussed how parents used language to reframe their 
directions into play.  For example, one parent suggested a “race” after the child refused to 
leave a park when told it was time to go home (p. 332).  In a similar example in the present 
study, one mother pretended to be “the captain speaking” when calling her daughter down for 
dinner.  In these situations, the activity rather than the play was the priority, however, the 
parents demonstrated Bateson’s (1955/1973) notion of meta-communication by framing the 
interaction with the message ‘this is play’.  
For incorporating play in the everyday and peripherally supervising play to occur, 
mothers needed to create environments that supported these actions.  The plethora of 
examples that mothers shared of children’s play in their homes and yards were indicative of 
the supportive environments for play that they had created.  Resourcing play environments or 
resourcing play episodes preceded many of the peripherally supervising actions plotted in the 
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mother-child play episode dyads of Chapter 8.  This demonstrates how iterative actions over 
time were important for the facilitation of play in the lead up to a particular play episode.  
These ‘behind the scenes’ resourcing actions by parents often go unacknowledged in play 
studies that focus on parent-child play, yet they are critically important to the opportunities 
preschool children have for play and need to be considered by treating professionals.  One 
researcher who also identified how mothers work hard at creating stimulating play 
environments for their children is occupational therapist, Doris Pierce.  Along with Amy 
Marshall (2004), Pierce referred to these actions as “the unrecognized work of mothers” (p. 
75). 
In their study of how mothers facilitate toddler play, Pierce and Marshall (2004) 
referred to mothers as “stage managers and choreographers” (p.78) in the way they 
coordinated the temporal pattern of daily activities to support play.  In the present study, 
mothers exhibited a pattern of process linkages and actions towards their children’s play in 
which they used the knowledge of their children’s interests and the outcomes of their play to 
plan and shape the context of their children’s play in the future.  When peripherally 
supervising play, they observed the types of play to which their children were drawn, leading 
the mothers to further resource that play when they valued it.  They resourced the home 
environment in ways that would support the play they wanted to encourage, such as asking 
family members to buy pretend tools in the “Fixing the taps” play episode; and they removed 
resources for play when they wanted to discourage particular types of play, such as the sword 
in the “Roman soldier” and art materials in the “Finding the evidence” episodes in Chapter 8.  
The present study provided further insights into the ways parents create supportive 
environments within the context of everyday life.  Mothers in the study employed significant 
effort to resource play by creating environments in their homes that provided opportunities 
for child-led play while they could peripherally supervise that play.  The category of 
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peripherally supervising play is important, because the parent is available to and can observe 
their child, while stepping back so as to facilitate their child’s autonomy in their play.  There 
were also many examples of mothers momentarily entering their children’s play, from 
peripherally supervising it, so as to resource specific play episodes.  Examples of how 
mothers interspersed brief connections with their children’s play from the action of 
peripherally supervising so as to help facilitate the continuation of the play episodes included 
mothers: providing bed sheets to use to make a cubby-house; responding to children’s 
requests for assistance; and mediating altercations between playing children.  The iterative 
nature of mothers’ different actions towards children’s play demonstrates a fluidity of 
parental action.  Mothers continued to be very supportive of children’s play when 
peripherally supervising as they provided physical and temporal space for children’s free play 
and were prepared to be interrupted when needed in order to assist their child maintain their 
play.   
In addition to engaging in direct parent-child co-playing episodes, the parental actions 
of incorporating play, resourcing play and peripherally supervising play enabled mothers to 
create win-win opportunities and participate in other everyday activities while also 
supporting their children's play, thus maximizing the positive outcomes of children’s play 
and minimising some of the costs.  These actions also helped to resolve the double bind 
messages parents receive about having warm relationships with their children, while not 
being over-involved in their children’s play.  By embracing these actions, that are universal 
across cultures, modern parents may be relieved of the pressure to co-play with their children.  
Rather than focusing on simply encouraging parents to co-play with their children as a 
separate activity, health professionals can support parents to consider these other ways of 
integrating play into daily life. 
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Fostering Children’s Development Without Over-Engineering Their Activities  
Elkind (1981; 2007) suggested that taking children to structured, adult-led activities 
creates a hurried lifestyle and is associated with negative consequences for children’s stress 
and anxiety levels.  When such mainstream literature is quoted in widely cited academic 
publications (e.g., Clements, 2004; Ginsburg et al., 2007), credence is given to these 
propositions.  However, in a review of the research in this field, Mahoney, Harris and Eccles 
(2006) found a paucity of empirical evidence that structured, enrichment activities have 
negative consequences for children’s well-being.  
For the preschool children in this study, enrichment activities outside of kindergarten, 
playgroup or day care, which were adult-led, contributed to a maximum of a few hours per 
week and mothers described many more episodes of free, child-led play.  In terms of the 
grounded theory of How mothers shape the context of their preschool children’s play, I 
located these enrichment activities for preschool children such as playing sports or play-
based music groups within the cultivating quadrant of Figure 7.2, because the activities 
typically included play, and the mothers outsourced the responsibility for directing this play 
to another adult.  Enrichment activities for the preschool age children were often also 
simultaneously located in the sharing quadrant of Figure 7.1, because they typically included 
opportunities for mothers to co-play during the classes.  These enrichment activities were, 
therefore, at times an alternative to free, child-led play that were not fully outsourced away 
from mothers for the preschool children in this study.  
One of the factors presented in academic and mainstream literature as a parental 
motivation for engaging children in enrichment activities is that parents feel pressured to 
prepare their children for adult life from an early age and to ready them for entry to 
competitive colleges (Ginsburg et al., 2007; Rosenfeld & Wise, 2000).  However, Australia’s 
tertiary entry system is predominantly based on a student’s Australian Tertiary Admission 
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Rank (Universities Admissions Centre, 2015) rather than the extensive application system of 
tertiary entry used in the USA.  In comparison with the USA, the impetus to gain entry to a 
specific college is not as pervasive a parental concern in Australia and the mothers in the 
study did not mention tertiary course entry as a factor in deciding their preschool children’s 
activities.  Nor did mothers explicitly discuss an aim to prepare children for future adult roles.  
This may be a result of tertiary study and adult roles seeming a long way in the future for 
these children.  However, the guiding motivation of knowing and growing their child 
contained a general idea of the kind of adulthood mothers imagined for their child, and this 
underpinned many of their actions. 
By exploring how mothers acted in ways to facilitate or restrict both child-led and 
enrichment play experiences, this study gives insight into the concern that enrichment 
activities are replacing child-led free play.  Although the claim that mothers preferentially 
choose enrichment activities over free play was not supported for the mothers of preschool 
aged children in this study, their rationale for choosing both enrichment activities and 
unstructured free play for their children revealed a consistent focus on achieving 
developmental outcomes. 
This study found that focusing on the developmental outcomes of activities can create 
a double bind for mothers, because knowledge of children’s development may influence them 
to choose adult-led, enrichment activities, while being aware that this potentially leaves less 
time for free play.  Thus mothers attempt to create opportunities for children to develop, yet 
are often criticised if they choose enrichment activities over free play in order to promote 
children’s development.  The guiding motivation of knowing and growing their child was 
important to mothers when choosing both enrichment and free play activities and is linked to 
society’s focus on the benefits of play, mothers’ own perceptions of their abilities to facilitate 
activities that provide developmental opportunities, as well as persuasive advertising.   
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Knowing and Growing:  Ensuring All Aspects of Children’s Development are 
Facilitated  
Mothers’ descriptions of how different play and enrichment activities supported 
different aspects of their children’s development were often underpinned by the guiding 
motivation of knowing and growing their child.  This motivation is indicative of the 
persuasive discourse about the purpose of play as progress that has been identified elsewhere 
in the literature (e.g., Parham, 2008; Sutton-Smith, 1997).  That is, mothers in the study 
reported making decisions about play and other activities with the aim of facilitating their 
children’s health, development and interests so as to give children every opportunity to meet 
their full potential.  
In order to enhance parents’ facilitation of children’s free play, many researchers 
espouse educating parents regarding the benefits of free play for children’s development 
(e.g., Fisher et al., 2008; Frost, 2012; Ginsburg et al., 2007).  The title of the American 
Academy of Pediatrics’ clinical report about play: The importance of play in promoting 
healthy child development and maintaining strong parent-child bonds (Ginsburg et al., 2007), 
exemplifies this approach in academia to link free play to developmental outcomes.  One of 
the recommendations of the paper was that:  
Pediatricians	should	encourage	parents	to	allow	children	to	explore	a	variety	of	interests	in	
a	balanced	way	without	feeling	pressured	to	excel	in	each	area.	Pediatricians	should	
encourage	parents	to	avoid	conveying	the	unrealistic	expectation	that	each	young	person	
needs	to	excel	in	multiple	areas	to	be	considered	successful	or	prepared	to	compete	in	the	
world.	(Ginsburg	et	al.,	2007,	p.	188)	
Although this quote entreats parents not to pressure children to excel in all areas, the 
recommendation to give children a balanced variety of experiences is problematic because it 
may result in parents pursuing more enrichment activities associated with specific aspects of 
development, rather than facilitating open-ended, child-led free play.  
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All of the mothers I interviewed were tertiary educated and knowledgeable about their 
child’s development and learning.  Mothers seemed to aim to give their children “every 
opportunity” or a “smorgasbord” of experiences by providing opportunities for them across 
the different aspects of development.  With awareness that children’s development has 
physical, social, emotional and cognitive aspects, mothers associated different activities with 
these different aspects of development.   
Part of the decision making process for mothers deciding how their child would spend 
their time, included considering whether they were providing opportunities that ensured that 
all of the different developmental categories were addressed.  Some mothers also identified 
that they sought enrichment lessons when their child had shown particular interest in a 
specific activity, such as dancing.  When mothers valued an activity for a particular outcome, 
but felt they did not have the skills or interest to personally facilitate that type of opportunity 
within unstructured play in the home context, they often chose enrichment activities.  For 
example, a mother explained that her awareness that music promotes cognitive development 
influenced her decision to take her son to a music class, because she felt that she did not have 
the skill to teach music.  Decisions to enrol children in enrichment activities were sometimes 
prompted by information from preschool reports and the mothers’ own observations of the 
areas of skill development in which their child was having difficulty.  For example, one 
mother enrolled her son in a gymnastics class when he was identified at preschool as having 
difficulty with his balance skills.   
The link between enrichment activities and their facilitation of developmental 
outcomes is often referred to in marketing materials of enrichment activities.  A number of 
academics have documented how persuasive the advertisers’ focus on development can be 
for parents, even though the claims are typically not supported by research (Ginsburg et al., 
2007; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2004).  A website for a multi-sports provider claimed improvement 
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in the motor skills of “balance, direction, laterality, spatial awareness, gross motor, hand-eye 
and eye-foot co-ordination” as a result of participation (Go Sports, 2016).  
By choosing enrichment activities to facilitate development, the mothers of the study 
displayed the middle class parenting style referred to by Lareau as “concerted cultivation” 
(2002, p. 747), in which parents attempt to support children’s skills through organised leisure 
activities and extensive reasoning.  In a study of parents of preschool children, this process of 
transmitting class was also found in the way parents engaged children in enrichment activities 
and was labelled by the researchers as “making-up of the middle-class child” (Vincent & 
Ball, 2007, p. 1062).  Lareau (2002) associated free play with the parenting style of poor and 
working class, which she referred to as “the accomplishment of natural growth” (p. 747), in 
which parents provide the opportunities for children to grow but leave the direction of 
children’s leisure activities to children.  However, in the present study of mothers of 
preschool children, concerted cultivation was also evident in the way mothers resourced 
opportunities for free play activities, such as opportunities for unstructured active play 
outdoors, in addition to enrichment activities.  
The mothers all discussed the importance of free play in their preschool child’s life.  
They valued free play, were supportive of their children’s opportunities to be in control of 
their own play, resourced specific subsets of play activities and echoed research linking free 
play to creativity (Howard-Jones, Taylor, & Sutton, 2002; Susa & Benedict, 1994) and 
resilience (Bundy et al., 2009).  However, these developmental outcomes of free play may be 
more difficult for parents to perceive than the concrete examples of discrete skills associated 
with enrichment activities.   
When children engage in child-led free play, the specific developmental outcomes are 
not predictable, because they are dependent on what play activity the child chooses to do.  
This problem was evident, when one mother was concerned that her daughter’s propensity to 
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always choose block building meant that her daughter was not experiencing a range of free 
play experiences at home.  Rather than let the developmental outcomes be left to chance 
when children engage in child-led free play, some mothers focused on the outcome of play 
experiences as well as enrichment activities.  This focus was especially the case when 
mothers were concerned about the child having a particular developmental outcome, such as 
that the child has 'enough' outdoor, physical play. 
Identifying the extrinsic outcomes of activities has also led to an overemphasis in 
promoting particular types of play, such as physical play to reduce the risk of childhood 
obesity (Alexander et al., 2012).  The current play literature is replete with research about the 
benefits of active outdoor play (e.g., Burdette & Whitaker, 2005b; Clements, 2004; Gill, 
2007) and risky play (e.g., Brussoni et al., 2015; Brussoni et al., 2012; Sandseter & Kennair, 
2011) for children’s health and well-being.  By promoting specific types of play with specific 
developmental outcomes, such as physically active play for obesity prevention, parents are 
aware of the power of play for a purpose.  This was reflected in the present study when 
mothers frequently discussed their motivation to take children to play in parks and go for bike 
rides as being motivated by their desire for the children to have opportunities for physical 
activity.  Alexander et al. (2012) warn that such an exclusive focus on the health benefits of 
play could restrict opportunities for children to experience the multitude of intrinsic benefits 
of play: 
This	focus	on	play	as	a	means	of	attaining	particular	health	ends	results	in	a	discourse	in	
which	play	is	largely	being	instrumentalized:	playing	is	re-shaped	as	a	purpose-oriented	
activity	to	promote	children’s	health.	Such	an	understanding	of	play	seems	to	run	counter	
to	the	process-oriented,	free	and	unstructured	conceptualizations	of	play.	Through	the	
promotion	of	a	goal-oriented	play,	public	health	efforts	may	potentially	limit	precisely	
those	elements	of	play,	such	as	pleasure,	freedom	and	spontaneity	that	have	been	viewed	
as	critical	to	the	social,	physical	and	emotional	well-being	of	children.	(p.	158)	
If the parent’s priority when choosing activities is the guiding motivation of knowing 
and growing their child, they will not necessarily leave developmental outcomes to chance 
with child-led free play.  This contributes to the double bind of promoting play as being 
	222	
important for children's development.  By associating play with developmental outcomes, 
parents are increasingly made aware of play as being important because of its outcomes, not 
for its own sake.  When they use this awareness along with personal insight into their own 
skills and interests in activities that promote different aspects of development, they may be 
inclined to seek more adult-led, enrichment activities for their children to fill the gaps.  While 
mothers facilitating activities for developmental outcomes was evident in the study, there was 
more to mothers’ choice of activities than their guiding motivation to know and grow their 
child.   
More than Knowing and Growing – Weighing up Competing Priorities 
Knowing and growing was not the only guiding motivation that led to enrichment or 
free play activities for the preschool children in the present study.  The mother who led both a 
music group and a playgroup at her church was motivated to lead such activities because she 
felt it was a way that she could contribute her skills to that particular church community, thus 
supporting her own identity rather than her children’s development.  She said she would not 
have sought such an activity for her children if she did not lead it because she enjoyed 
sharing her musical interest and skills with her children as a part of daily life.  The mother, 
who discussed providing her children with a ‘smorgasbord’ of opportunities, was the mother 
whose preschool child was not enrolled in any enrichment activities outside of day care and 
preschool.  This mother identified the time cost of enrichment activities and stated that she 
chose not to enrol her daughter in such activities because it results in “everyone running 
around”.  The mother who identified that she considered activities in terms of their outcomes 
was the same mother who described how she valued “incorporating play in the everyday”.  In 
these examples and others, the process linkage of weighing up competing priorities was 
evident for mothers, especially with regard to mothers’ significant guiding motivation to 
fulfil a range of responsibilities in daily life.   
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By focusing on the processes of concerted cultivation and natural growth alone, 
Lareau (2002, 2011) missed other processes that may have led to opportunities for 
enrichment or free play opportunities in the families of her study.  In the second edition of 
Unequal Childhoods (2011), Lareau reported the feedback from families ten years after 
conducting her original observations and interviews with them.  Some of their comments 
alluded to other motivations and process linkages beyond knowing and growing their 
children, which I also identified in the present study.  One of the middle class families that 
Lareau described as having a frenetic pace with after-school activities exclaimed that Lareau 
did not understand how much the family (including the parents) enjoyed those activities.  To 
them, being ‘hurried’ was not a problem, but something that they embraced.  This comment 
reflects the guiding motivation in the present study of sharing in a meaningful relationship 
with the child.   
While a number of authors (e.g., Elkind, 1981; Ginsburg et al., 2007) are critical of 
families’ hurried lifestyles when they take children to enrichment activities, it can be 
overlooked that there are families who thrive on and embrace living in this way.  A mother of 
another of the middle class families did not identify with the portrayal of her family’s life as 
“hectic” (Lareau, 2011, p. 252), and noted that she actively made choices that allowed her 
children ample time to play outside, illustrating the process linkage of weighing up 
competing priorities.  For this family and the families in the present study, children’s 
participation in enrichment activities and free play were not mutually exclusive.  
If researchers, therapists and writers focus on the importance of play because of the 
resulting developmental outcomes, we need not be surprised that free play experiences fierce 
competition from other activities that are also associated with developmental outcomes such 
as enrichment activities for children.  This study revealed that children’s play as well as their 
other activities occurs within the complex context of family life.   
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While academic and mainstream literature has labelled adults, especially parents, as a 
key source of the problem of children’s declining opportunities for free play, this study 
revealed the ways in which mothers in the study also created opportunities for children’s 
play.  The grounded theory of How mothers shape the context of their preschool children’s 
play helped to reveal the process mothers used to: 1. keep their children safe when they 
played without being overprotective; 2. connect meaningfully with their children’s play 
without being limited to co-playing; and 3. foster their children’s development through play 
without over-engineering activities.   
As a counter to being overprotective, mothers in the study took into consideration the 
developmental benefits of risky play through the process of weighing up priorities; valuing 
such play as an opportunity in which children could be challenged and express their play 
preferences, while still ensuring the child was safe.  Mothers also actively resourced 
children’s home environments by choosing materials and layouts that created win-win 
opportunities for children’s safe play while mothers could complete other valued activities 
from the action of peripherally supervising their children’s play.  
With regard to not making play with their children a priority, mothers in the study 
challenged the notion that playing directly with children is ubiquitous, and described how 
they valued incorporating children’s play in the everyday as an opportunity for creating 
meaningful moments of connection with their children, a key guiding motivation for mothers 
in fostering their relationship with their child.  Recognising that middle class parents, like 
parents in developing societies, share in children’s play by incorporating play in the everyday 
and peripherally supervising play, demonstrates the universal nature of these parental actions.  
The conditions in which mothers pursued co-playing with their children provide insight into 
intrinsic motivation being just as an important a criterion for parental play as children’s play. 
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Finally, the suggestion that parents seek adult-led enrichment activities for children 
instead of facilitating free play opportunities was explored.  Mothers’ association of 
developmental benefits with adult-led, enrichment play activities explained why some 
mothers chose these activities for their children, reflecting a play as progress rhetoric. 
However, such enrichment activities only constituted a small component of the activities of 
children discussed in this study, and mothers also placed value on free play as having 
developmental benefits and a way for children to express themselves.  It was noted that for 
the age group of children in the study, mothers tended to peripherally supervise when their 
children played freely in child-led play.  Because one of the conditions of this category of 
parental action is that the parent needs to be prepared for interruption, this category can be 
challenging for parents who wish to be uninterrupted for a particular activity.  Under these 
circumstances, mothers sometimes sought screen time or outsourced the supervision of play 
to other adults.  
Pervading mothers’ actions were the process linkages of weighing up competing 
priorities and creating win-win situations.  Creating opportunities for children’s play was not 
always the priority for busy mothers, however, by creating win-win opportunities, especially 
by incorporating play in the everyday and peripherally supervising play, mothers addressed a 
number of their guiding motivations such as providing play opportunities for their children 
while also fulfilling other valued roles such as managing a household.   
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Chapter 10 
Conclusion 
Play is ubiquitous for preschool children.  Many mothers in the study reflected this 
view, with one mother commenting, “they just want to play, and play and play”.  Parents are 
responsible for providing the primary context in which preschool children have opportunities 
for play, that is, their family.  In response to the deficit of research studying the parental 
experience of preschool children’s play, this study provides a significant contribution to the 
play literature by taking an ecological approach and exploring mothers’ experiences and 
perspectives of their preschool children’s play in order to understand how mothers shape the 
context of their preschool children’s play from within that context.   
A unique feature of this study was that I asked mothers directly about how they 
experienced their children’s play.  By exploring mothers’ recollections of specific play 
episodes through in-depth interviews and photo elicitation, the grounded theory I developed 
helps to understand how and why mothers constructed different actions towards their 
children’s play.  Such an understanding may help occupational therapists and other people 
working with children and families to develop interventions that support parents to provide 
children’s opportunities for play within their own unique context.  By focusing on the process 
mothers used in the study as well as using their skills in activity analysis, occupational 
therapists working with individual families can help parents identify where the fit is between 
the parent and the children’s play styles, support parents to incorporate play into everyday 
activities or help parents create win-win opportunities for their children to play while 
minimising adding extra burden for families.  For example, parents may find it challenging to 
co-play when they do not feel skilled or interested in a specific activity, but exploring their 
own play style will give insight into the various ways they could meaningfully connect with 
their child.  Also, this study revealed mothers’ considerations when incorporating play in 
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everyday activities; they do so when they feel they have the skills, the time and the energy as 
well as the knowledge of how to involve their child.  Such insights will assist those people 
working with children to consider the skills and interests of parents when suggesting 
interventions to build children’s play skills within the context and routines of family life.   
This study revealed a complex picture of the ways in which mothers create and limit 
opportunities for children’s play, which helps to answer concerns raised in the academic and 
mainstream literature, that parents are limiting preschool children’s play opportunities due to 
safety concerns, that they are not making play with their children a priority and that they are 
choosing enrichment activities in preference to free play.  A double bind seemed to exist for 
each of these concerns that created tension for mothers in their choice of actions.  They had 
to navigate between: being considered either overprotective if they were overly restrictive in 
children’s play or vilified for not ensuring children’s safety by not supervising their children 
directly; being warm and nurturing by playing with their children without being overly 
intrusive in their children’s play; and providing an enriching environment while not over-
engineering their children’s enrichment activities.  Nevertheless, mothers did work with the 
dynamic tension inherent in these double binds to find ways to create opportunities for: 1. 
their children to have challenging child-led play experiences; 2. meaningful connection 
between themselves and their children; and 3. a range of free play and other activities that 
facilitate children’s development and identity. 
Supporting Children’s Play Opportunities 
Parents have been labelled in the literature as overprotective when they are overly 
restrictive of children’s play.  There were times when mothers in this study limited and 
stopped their children’s free play because their concerns for the children’s safety were a 
trumping priority.  In this study, mothers were aware of society’s propensity to judge parents 
if children experience any degree of harm and the fact of more attention being drawn to risk 
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situations in public places contributed to their default position of protecting their children.  In 
addition, the assumption that parents are overprotective is too simplistic and not fully 
supported when considering the range of ways mothers opened the gate to play by creating 
opportunities for their children to have challenging play experiences.  However, parents’ 
perceptions of being negligent if they are not over-vigilant must also be considered. For 
example, it is important for government bodies that want to encourage children to have 
physically active, outdoor play to consider the ways in which legislation and signage may 
contribute to parents’ concerns regarding the safety of their preschool children.  It is also 
important to recognise that busy parents seek ways to create win-win situations, therefore 
initiatives to support children’s opportunities for play also need to consider whether the 
activity will be perceived as supporting or conflicting with other valued priorities of parents.   
Sharing in Children’s Play in a Variety of Ways 
By not commencing with an a priori play definition, I studied children’s play as it was 
conceptualised by mothers.  This allowed for a broader understanding of how children’s play 
occurred within the context of everyday, family life.  The iterative nature of mothers’ 
different actions towards their children’s play demonstrated a fluidity of parental action, 
rather than blocks of discrete activity suggested by many time use and laboratory parent-child 
play studies.  Such studies reinforce the cultural bias regarding Western middle class families 
that parent-child play is characterised by parental involvement in direct play.  Challenging 
this bias, mothers’ descriptions in the present study indicated an under-recognition of the 
variety of ways that mothers interact with and support their children’s play.  The finding that 
the Western middle class mothers in this study embraced actions that are associated more 
readily with mothers of developing societies, that is, incorporating children’s play in 
everyday activities and peripherally supervising play, is especially significant.  They 
described how such actions provided them with opportunities to support their children’s play 
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while also simultaneously allowing them to complete other valued activities.  Reconnecting 
with this concept of play in a broader sense may liberate parents within cultures that 
conceptualise play as being separate from other activities from feeling criticised for not co-
playing ‘enough’ with their children, thus helping to support parents’ feelings of self-
efficacy. 
Knowing and Growing Children Through Enrichment Activities and Play 
Parents want the best for their children and many parents are influenced by academic 
and mainstream literature for information and advice about how to be good parents.  
Although a number of authors propose that parents preferentially seek enrichment activities 
to foster specific aspects children’s development, mothers in the study also recognised the 
importance of free play for children’s development and used a similar rationale to support 
children’s free play opportunities.  There are many messages from academic and mainstream 
literature pertaining to how parents can provide opportunities for children’s play that are 
typically framed in terms of benefits for children’s development and well-being.   
This study revealed that focusing on the outcomes of play may be problematic for 
children’s opportunities for free play, because parents are then encouraged to preferentially 
facilitate specific types of play over others.  Rather than leave the outcomes of children’s free 
play to chance (because the nature of free play is that the child is in control of what they do) 
or prioritise the more abstract benefits of free play, such as creativity and resilience, parents 
may seek enrichment activities with more concrete, identifiable outcomes, such as the 
physical skills and team skills associated with specific sports.  Also, this study found that 
mothers were often motivated to seek enrichment activities when their children’s choices 
during free play, accessibility to playmates, or parents’ skills and interests did not provide a 
broad range of experiences that covered all aspects of development; 
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For those who aim to support children’s opportunities for free play, it may be 
worthwhile to incorporate the parental perspective when promoting its benefits as well as 
considering the aspects of the environment that best support children’s free play.  That is, the 
parental action of peripherally supervising play, in which mothers of the study described the 
most lengthy and elaborate episodes of their preschool children’s free play, provides not only 
children with the benefits of free play, but also parents with the benefit of managing other 
valued priorities.  Design of neighbourhoods and housing, with direct line of sight of 
children’s outdoor play spaces in the yard, are especially supportive of such play for 
preschool children. 
Finally, people working with families can challenge the pervasive play as progress 
rhetoric in Western society by advocating the value of play for its own sake and as simply a 
right in the daily lives of children. 
Scope and Limitations of the Study, Future Directions for Research 
The participants of this study were 10 tertiary educated, middle class Brisbane 
mothers of preschool aged children.  This homogeneous sample permitted an in-depth 
investigation of how this particular group of mothers experienced their children’s play within 
the context of their everyday lives.  To keep the focus on this perspective of mothers, the only 
play experiences that I investigated were the ones that mothers shared through their 
recollections or shared with their children during the interviews.  Future research could 
incorporate objective measures and combine observation with interviews to further explore 
the frequency, timing and nature of parental actions that shape the context of children’s play 
as they unfold in the course of a day.   
By interviewing and asking mothers to share photographs of their children’s play 
within the naturalistic environment of their homes, the meaning of their children’s play was 
deeply contextualised for the mothers through what they saw in the photographs and 
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experienced in recollections.  From mothers’ descriptions, it appeared their children were 
skilled, playful players.  Caution should be exercised in generalising the findings to other 
middle class mothers as well as other groups of parents and children.  Other groups of parents 
with different contextual environments or less playful children would necessarily have 
different experiences.  Future research could investigate other groups of parents, such as 
parents from other socio-economic groups, fathers and parents of children with disabilities or 
children who have difficulty playing, and explore whether the grounded theory of how 
mothers shape the context of preschool children’s play and parental actions diagram are 
applicable for these groups.  
Finally, I undertook this study with careful adherence to constructivist grounded 
theory methodology.  The study therefore makes a rigorous contribution to an evidence base 
that may inform future decision-making and recommendations about pre-school children’s 
play, in the context of family life.  The methodology holds promise for future research 
exploring how parents’ actions are constructed in ways that influence other aspects of 
children’s lives, such as physical activity, nutrition, screen time and active travel.  Using 
photo elicitation was a very valuable way of gaining an understanding of context that may not 
have been revealed in interviews, as context is often tacit and unrecognised in experience. 
The grounded theory I generated revealed a nuanced picture of how and why mothers 
limited their children’s play opportunities as well as the circumstances that led them to 
facilitating children’s play.  Importantly, the findings demonstrate the process mothers in the 
study employed to act in a way that facilitated their children’s free play opportunities where 
possible, and restricted their play in circumstances they deemed warranted.  
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